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Efforts to educate individuals in prudent personal financial management have gained traction 
in many developed countries in the wake of the 2008 global financial crisis.  The emerging 
scholarly response has broadly diverged into two camps: a practical literature revolving 
around the design and evaluation of financial education programmes, and a critical reaction 
among social scientists against the disproportionate responsibilisation of individuals.  Neither 
approach provides a theoretically satisfactory account of the financial literacy movement. 
This thesis uses Singapore as a case study to show that financial literacy is not an abstract set 
of criteria but a historically contingent and institutionally embodied priority scheme that 
orders the market into a meaningfully navigable space of action.  Mass financial education 
also equips people with the subjectivities required to participate in the market.  Investors 
internalise and engage with dominant values and discursive resources. More often than not, 
this leads them to perpetuate existing patterns of demand, which in turn contributes to 












An Introduction to Financial Literacy Movements Around The World 
 
 
1.1 The Importance of Financial Literacy Studies 
 
 In recent decades, many governments, non-governmental organisations and businesses 
have sounded a clarion call to educate individuals on the importance of managing their personal 
finances in a responsible manner. These efforts constitute the financial literacy movement, 
which is premised on the simple but powerful idea that well-informed consumers are 
empowered to make better financial decisions. Former chairman of the United States Federal 
Reserve Alan Greenspan once declared that financially educated individuals are “simply less 
vulnerable to fraud and abuse” (Greenspan 2002).  Financially savvy individuals have a 
beneficial effect on financial markets and the economy, according to the OECD, because “the 
increase in savings associated with greater financial literacy…(has) positive effects on both 
investment levels and economic growth” (OECD 2005: 13), and the collective scrutiny of 
discerning ordinary investors stimulates innovation and competition in financial markets, thus 
contributing to a robust economy overall.  Conversely, financial illiteracy has been blamed for 
a host of macro-economic ills. US president Barack Obama diagnosed the 2008 subprime crisis 
as being caused by “irresponsible actions on wall street and everyday choices on main street” 
(Obama 2010), presumably by individuals too uneducated to make sensible choices.  
 
 The financial literacy movement has drawn the attention of politicians, policy-makers, 
and a growing number of scholars.  Two broad tendencies have emerged from the conversation 
to date. In one camp are researchers and decision-makers who believe in the fundamental 
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principles of the movement, and work to promote the goal of mass financial education through 
research, legislation, and public programmes.  On the other hand, a chorus of critical reaction 
has begun to emerge within a small academic community.  This thesis aims to contribute to the 
critical literature on the financial literacy movement. I contend that financial literacy tends to 
be viewed as an abstract set of knowledge and capabilities, and argue instead that financial 
knowledge comprises an embodied and historically informed catalogue of knowledge that is 
shaped by state and market objectives within specific institutional configurations.  Individuals 
around the world do not confront the same products and skill requirements, but are embedded 
in unique political and economic contexts whose trajectories have been shaped by interactions 
between state and market actors.  Using Singapore as a case study, I demonstrate an alignment 
between the state’s objective of rapid economic development, an institutional configuration 
designed to harness household savings to this purpose, a particular catalogue of knowledge 
promoted within public discourse, and individual Singaporeans’ financial values and priorities. 
The integration of financial priorities across multiple levels suggests that the objects of 
financial knowledge in mass education programmes are neither abstract nor arbitrary. Rather, 
the multiple levels of state, macro-institutions, public discourse and individual decision-making 
processes mutually constitute and perpetuate each other, and so give rise to politically and 
historically contingent programmes of financial education.  Financial literacy studies will 
benefit both practically and theoretically from being more sensitive to the situated and 
embodied nature of the movement.  This study hopes to advance the promising field of 




1.2  A Brief Overview of Financial Literacy Studies 
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The beginnings of modern financial literacy education can be traced to the 1930s in the 
United States (Willis 2009: 417), with the founding of the National Council on Economic 
Education in 1949 to “bring personal finance education to teachers and students” (Willis 2008: 
47).  The financial literacy movement comprises the twin arms of research and advocacy, and 
often operates under the aegis of the state.  It is not uncommon for government, corporate and 
non-profit organisations to collaborate in designing and conducting financial literacy studies, as 
well as disseminating information to the public on how best to manage their personal finances. 
 
Operationalising and measuring financial literacy has proven to be a controversial 
enterprise, as there is no consensus on an authoritative definition of the concept. Huston (2010) 
identifies 71 unique definitions of financial literacy currently in use, and Remund (2010) 
locates over 100.  Researchers in the field are aware of this issue and many preface their studies 
with caveats that their own definition of financial literacy is one of many possibilities.  
Nonetheless, we can identify several key paradigms in use. The most widespread model for 
financial literacy surveys was designed by Lusardi and Mitchell (2011) in 2004 for the United 
States Health and Retirement Survey to explore the relationship between financial literacy and 
retirement wealth.  In its original form, the Lusardi and Mitchell test consists of three questions 
that assess individuals’ understanding of compounding interest, inflation and risk 
diversification.  The simplicity of this test belies its popularity, for it has since been elaborated 
with more questions (Rooij et all 2011) and now forms the basis of many other literacy tests for 
a variety of demographic groups.  The Lusardi and Mitchell test was further legitimised when it 
was adopted and expanded for a 14-country survey published in 2013 by the International 
Network on Financial Education (INFE), an OECD body that brings researchers and policy 
makers together to promote financial literacy worldwide (Atkinson and Messy 2011). 
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The OECD/INFE international study, entitled “Financial Literacy and Inclusion—Results 
of the OECD/INFE survey across countries and by gender”, develops the study of financial 
literacy in a manner that characterises many of the more recent surveys.  While Lusardi and 
Mitchell’s three-item survey operationalises financial literacy as the knowledge of general 
financial concepts and simple calculative abilities, the OECD/INFE survey proposes an explicit 
and expanded definition of financial literacy as “a combination of awareness, knowledge, skill, 
attitude and behaviour necessary to make sound financial decisions and ultimately achieve 
financial well-being” (Atkinson and Messy 2012: 659).  This understanding of financial 
literacy redistributes some of the emphasis on the objects of knowledge to the role of the 
individual in making sense of them.  The United Kingdom’s HM Treasury has codified this 
expanded definition as the notion of “financial capability”: 
 
Financial literacy is a broad concept, encompassing people’s knowledge and skills to understand their 
own financial circumstances, along with the motivation to take action.  Financially capable consumers 
plan ahead and find information, know when to seek advice and can understand and act on this advice, 
leading to greater participation in the financial services market. (HM Treasury 2007: 19, quoted in 
Marron 2013: 3). 
 
Remund (2010) and Huston (2010) note a trend towards more abstract definitions of 
financial literacy.  “Critical literacy”, unlike “general literacy”, requires an integration of 
cognitive and social skills for intelligent behaviour, and draws inspiration from the concept of 
general literacy, which “consists of an understanding (i.e. knowledge of words, symbols and 
arithmetic operations) and use (ability to read, write and calculate) of materials related to prose, 
document and quantitative information” (Huston 2010: 306).  This understanding of literacy 
demands much of the individual, who is expected to  
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Understan(d) key financial concepts and possess the ability and confidence to manage personal finances 
through appropriate, short-term decision making and sound, long-range financial planning, while mindful 
of life events and changing economic conditions. (Remund 2010: 284) 
 
Financial literacy activists dream of educating capable individuals who possess an 
impressive body of knowledge, take an active interest in keeping informed, and deploy these 
skills adroitly in an ever-changing marketplace.  Armed with competencies in budgeting, 
investing, debt management and retirement planning, the financially literate individual is 
empowered against macro-economic vagaries, and will master her financial destiny.  
 
 
1.3 Critiques of the Financial Literacy Movement 
 
 The financial literacy movement enjoys formidable institutional and discursive support 
from states, intergovernmental and private organisations.  A Canadian journalist drily 
commented that “the noble goal of boosting financial literacy is like motherhood or apple pie: 
you won’t find many bad-mouthing it” (Pinto 2013: 104).  Nonetheless, a small but growing 
chorus of critics has started to register its misgivings about the vested interests and polarising 
effects of financial education. 
 
 Social scientists have started to question whom the financial literacy movement really 
serves.  In the first place, literacy tests and education programmes give individuals a false sense 
of security in a game where the odds are stacked against them: the simple heuristics and 
numeracy skills that constitute the bulk of “financial literacy” criteria prove pathetically 
inadequate in an environment where new, complex products proliferate faster than even 
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professionals, let alone lay investors are able to keep up with—such “information asymmetries” 
doom investors to “chasing moving targets” (Willis 2008: 7).  But even under the hypothetical 
condition of perfectly informed investors, various emotional and cognitive biases undermine 
the myth of the rational investor (Willis 2009, Pinto 2009).  Knowledge does not always 
translate to power.  The question then arises of who benefits from the promotion of financial 
literacy.  The working consensus among financial education critics is that the project of 
measuring and promoting financial literacy represents an attempt by states and corporations to 
lock individuals into a cycle of constant self-scrutiny instead of exercising their power as voters 
and citizens to hold the state and financial corporations to account (Arthur 2012a, 2012b), and 
demanding greater governmental regulation over errant firms with shoddy products and 
predatory marketing tactics (Williams 2007).  Marron (2013) and Kiersey (2011) use a 
Foucauldian lens to reveal an agenda of governmentality in the financial literacy project. 
Measuring people’s financial knowledge and occasionally imposing workshops and counseling 
sessions on them cannot be justified on purely instrumental grounds; it serves a greater purpose 
of regulating and governing their behaviour.  The intimate biographical and behavioural details 
gathered as part of the standard battery of tests “attempts to call up particular kinds of subjects, 
subjects who are responsible, calculating and reflexive in their every day affairs” (Marron 
2013: 2). Through the tentacles of financial literacy education, states and firms are able to 
constantly scrutinize and discipline entire populations.  This project is all the more sinister 
because marginalized groups bear the brunt of the state’s gaze and constant intervention in their 
lives.  Financial literacy is therefore above all an ideological project that serves, and is in turn 
reinforced by, a neoliberal ideology of expanded markets, flexible labour, and the relentless 
reduction of the welfare state (Williams 2007). 
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 These scholarly responses are a timely critical reaction against the inexorable tide of 
mass financial education, as they hold politicians and businesses accountable for shaping the 
cultural and institutional contexts that inform the ability of individuals to make beneficial 
financial decisions.  However, they fall short in terms of illuminating the theoretical 
significance of the financial literacy movement, tending rather to dismiss it as an elaborate 
neoliberal ruse to absolve the state of reigning in the excesses of the market.  These responses 
are no less abstract than their object of criticism, as they are animated by the ideal of an agentic 
individual who can be sheltered from the free market and its unreasonable cognitive demands.  
This mode of criticism neglects some theoretically interesting features of the financial literacy 
movement.  Mass financial literacy is not merely an ideological project that imposes abstract 
cognitive demands on individuals.  Treating it as such, even to facilitate resistance, ignores the 
fact that the movement comprises specific catalogues of knowledge that embody the 
configuration of the financial landscape and help to cultivate particular kinds of financial 
subjectivities. These individual subjectivities in turn enable individuals to participate in and 
reproduce the financial environment in which they are embedded.  In the next section, I lay out 
a theoretical framework for teasing out how these multiple levels of analysis are mutually 
integrated and reproducing. 
 
1.4 Financial Literacy as Contextually Specific and Performative 
 
 In this thesis, I argue that financial literacy consists of a historically and politically 
contingent body of knowledge that defines what it means to competently navigate the financial 
environment. Financial literacy programmes comprise a particular catalogue of knowledge 
about the most salient products on the market, as well as an implicit priority scheme that orders 
investors’ product choices.  This catalogue does not simply describe the options and what 
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individuals are expected to do—it also constitutes subjectivities and formats investors’ 
demands for products and knowledge.  Individuals internalize these values and investment 
priorities and form subjectivities that enable them to engage with the financial terrain, generate 
demand for products as well as knowledge about these products.  This sustains the institutional 
configuration of the financial landscape, which in turn contributes to the continued existence of 
the financial literacy movement.  
 
 Sociological neo-institutionalism supplies the insight that the individual is not simply an 
object over which the state and other powerful institutions extend their control. The individual 
is an actor whose needs institutions are configured around.  Therefore, financial actorhood is a 
crucial component of the financial system, and not a neo-liberal conjuration that impinges on 
individuals’ freedoms.  Agency is not a quality that emanates from the individual, only to be 
checked by oppressive institutions.  On the contrary, actors are culturally endowed with 
motivations and scripts for action (Meyer and Rowan 1977), which they are then expected and 
empowered to pursue (Meyer and Jepperson 2000). Retail investors, financial organisations and 
the state are mutually constitutive actors in the personal finance market.  They orient their 
products, services and communications to each other.  While many critiques of the financial 
literacy movement highlight the role of the state and market in extending discipline and 
surveillance over people’s lives, they tend to ignore the mutually constitutive relationships 
between individual financial actors and the institutions that support their claims to action.  
Departing from the tendency of existing critiques to treat the financial actor as an artefact of 
neoliberal attempts to exercise power over individuals, a perspective informed by 
institutionalism helps us to take seriously the demands of financial literacy on the individual as 
a crucial constitutive component of the financial system. This requires that we study the 
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financial literacy movement at multiple, mutually reinforcing levels, which necessarily includes 
the demands by and of the financial literate actor.  
 
 To understand the extent to which the financial literacy movement is embedded in the 
institutional configuration of the financial landscape, we need to appreciate the crucial role of 
retail finance in modern financialised economies, where individual and household consumption 
of financial products fuels “a pattern of accumulation in which profit-making occurs through 
financial channels rather than through trade or commodity production” (Krippner 2005: 174).  
The structural shift towards financialisation manifests in the expansion of the banking, wealth-
management and insurance sectors, as well as the broadening and deepening of capital markets.  
The personal finance market is an important conduit that connects household consumption to 
financial markets.  Two sources of private expenditure have played an especially significant 
role in the emerging economy.  Erturk et al demonstrate that the basis for a new connection 
between finance and the financialised masses was established during the long boom of the 
1950s and 60s in the UK and USA, first by the growth of company pensions increasingly 
invested in ordinary shares by intermediary fund managers; and second, via the growth of home 
ownership (2008:4). 
 
 The growth of pension funds has been an important driver of household integration into 
financial markets.  Anglo-American post-war legislation dramatically increased pension fund 
coverage, and the resulting proliferation of funds has been channeled into domestic and global 
capital markets.  Froud et al refer to this as “coupon pool capitalism” (2001:225), where 
households gain unprecedented exposure to capital markets, which in turn come to rely heavily 
on the income of ordinary households.  The liberalization of pension fund regulation extends 
beyond fund managers’ investment decisions.  The shift from Defined Benefit to Defined 
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Contribution plans means that prospective pensioners are expected to manage their own funds, 
typically by choosing among a menu of investment options for their savings.  This has direct 
implications for the importance of financial education: savers are compelled to acquire at least 
a basic level of investment knowledge in order to safeguard their retirement plans.  
 
 Although individuals confront instrumental pressures to manage their own financial 
decisions, this does not fully account for the demand for financial knowledge.  The legitimacy 
of the financial education movement also depends on the widespread acceptance of the 
importance of personal finance.  Convincing individuals to personally assume the risks of 
market fluctuations is a mammoth task that requires strong institutional and ideological 
backing.  Investors must first be optimistic enough about their prospects in the market.  Erturk 
et al (2007) trace this optimism to a state-facilitated belief in the “democratization of finance”, 
which signifies “the broadening and deepening of access to the capital market for ordinary, 
moderate income individuals and households”, who are “increasingly encouraged by the state 
as well as by financial service providers to purchase appropriate securities (either directly or via 
various funds); their asset portfolios are then to be balanced by appropriate borrowings in the 
form of mortgages, credit cards, and so in ways which encourage households to manage a 
balance sheet as well as current income and expenditure” (554).  This fundamental belief that 
individuals can and should embrace risk through various channels under the guise of financial 
democratisation is often invoked by policy makers as the most important impetus to “financial 
deregulation” which no doubt gives consumers a greater choice of financial products 
(Greenspan 2003).   
 
 The deregulation of personal finance requires that individuals internalise an ethos of 
financial risk-taking (Martin 2002). The mass media have played a large role in glorifying the 
 18 
culture of financial risk-taking, as well as finance itself (Clark et al 2004).  Finance is a “never-
ending series of stories” which are spoken into existence by “an explosion of financial 
publications, from newspapers and specialised magazines to various round-robin publications, 
including the growth in the interest of the kinds of tipster publications which would previously 
have been limited to small specialist readerships” (Clark et al 2004: 292).  Concomitant with 
the rise of “financial infotainment” was an explosion in advertising for financial products 
targeted at the retail investor (293). 
 
 For individuals to participate in this new financial playground, certain subjectivities 
must be forged.  Individuals must internalise a culture of risk, adventure and personal initiative.  
Financial capability represents more than a means to greater wealth, but a road to self-mastery 
and actualisation, as even low-income individuals are encouraged to be entrepreneurial (Martin 
2002).  The knowledge that makes up this “culture”, however, is not a morass of disembodied 
signs that are mindlessly proliferated by the mass media.  Thrift (2001) reminds us that there 
exist clear and definable tropes that everyone in the “new economy” of finance is subjected to, 
from ordinary investors to top managers and entire corporations.  These ideals include an 
indefatigable self-motivation (as witnessed by the popularity of corporate motivational posters), 
an abiding curiosity and a “playful” attitude towards learning (Thrift 2002: 419).  These ideas 
originate in and are constantly reproduced by concrete stakeholders: business schools, 
management consultants, and management gurus provide a chief source of knowledge among 
corporate leaders, as do standard media like books, magazines, newspapers, internet sites and 
television (Thrift 2002: 415). 
 
 Thus far I have argued that mass financial education is a multiscalar project that 
involves historically rooted macroinstitutional landscapes, public discourse and individual 
 19 
actors.  But what connects these multiple levels and enables them to mutually sustain and 
reproduce each other? To answer this question, I invoke concepts from the “performativity 
programme” to demonstrate that individual financial actors and their discursive and 
institutional environments are not only functionally interdependent but also mutually 
generative.   
 
 “Performativity” is a concept with a long philosophical lineage.  Summarised briefly, it 
is the notion that ideas and theories produce the realities they ostensibly only describe.  
Economic sociologists have adapted and expanded this principle to demonstrate the role of 
knowledge, among other cognitive and practical devices, in constituting economic objects and 
patterns whose existence tends to be naturalised.  No phenomenon is inherently “economic”, 
but must be actively produced and qualified as such.  Caliskan and Callon (2009) use the term 
“economisation” to  
 
Denote the processes that constitute the behaviours, organisations, institutions, and, most generally, the 
objects in a particular society which are tentatively and often controversially qualified by scholars and lay 
people as “economic”…(thus providing an agenda for) investigating the process through which activities, 
behaviours and spheres or fields are established as being economic (370). 
 
The economic objects in question and the processes that constitute them are manifold.  At the 
macro-institutional and macro-theoretical level, Callon argues that the entire discipline of 
economics “does not merely describe the economy, it performs it by bringing into being that 
which it claims merely to observe” (Erturk et al 2004: 240).  Mackenzie and Millo (2003) 
demonstrate the generative power of economic theories in the realm of financial behaviour, in a 
landmark paper on how the price of stock options on the Chicago Board Options Exchange 
converged on the predictions of the Nobel Prize-winning Black-Scholes Merton equation.  The 
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model “succeeded empirically not because it discovered pre-existing price patterns but because 
markets changed in ways that made its assumptions more accurate” (107).   
 
 Markets themselves, as the sites of economic activity, require constant work by 
“marketising agencies” (Caliskan and Callon 2010:8) which include, but are not limited to 
“firms, trades unions, states services, banks, hedge funds, pension funds, individuals, 
consumers and consumer unions and NGOs” (ibid).  These marketising agencies contribute to 
defining the agenda, rules, and the very goods circulating in the marketplace.  The latter is 
especially crucial, even if it is counterintuitive: the goods that define their eponymous markets 
do not appear on the scene ready to be bought and sold.  They must be “pacified”, or actively 
objectified and made amenable to instrumental circulation (Caliskan and Callon 2010:5).  This 
has important implications for our study: the dissemination of financial knowledge does more 
than describe and present existing products for investors’ consideration.  Mass financial 
education provides an important platform for various marketising agencies such as the state and 
private financial institutions to elaborate on, market and hence present a selection of vehicles as 
the dominant products within the personal finance market.   
 
 The success of the financial literacy movement also depends on its ability to 
“economise” individuals, turning them into active investors who are able to participate 
competently in the personal finance market.  For a certain market to function smoothly, its 
human participants must be properly equipped.  Their capabilities rely on “the institutional and 
technical arrangements that enhance the capacities of human agents and cognition” (Caliskan 
and Callon 2009:2), which include the “rules, conventions, technical devices, metrological 
systems, logistical infrastructures, texts, discourses and narratives…technical and scientific 
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knowledge, as well as the competencies and skills embodied in living beings” (Caliskan and 
Callon 2010:3).   
 
 To this list of capabilities should be added a set of ideologies and subjectivities that 
render human actors competent participants in the personal finance market.  Would-be 
investors must be willing and able to commit themselves to the challenging task of personal 
investing. Randy Martin argues that the culture of retail investment glamourises risk-taking as 
“a highly elastic mode of self-mastery that channels doubt over uncertain identity into fruitful 
activity” (2002: 9).  Subjecting oneself to the vicissitudes of the market is no longer a 
lamentable fact of modern life but a game to be played enthusiastically.  Individuals become 
financial subjects who constantly scan the environment, and actively seek to improve their 
knowledge and skills.  This has significant implications for mass financial education.  For the 
movement to be successful, individuals need to move beyond absorbing facts, and internalise a 
drive towards constant financial self-improvement.  Saving prudently is not enough: as we will 
see, the modern financial actor is compelled to actively invest.  This relentless inner drive in 
turn perpetuates existing patterns of product demand, and by extension the macro-institutional 
configurations that constitute the terrain of personal finance. 
 
 Our analysis of how the financial literacy project is sustained and reproduced needs to 
account for how it is constituted at multiple, mutually generative levels. How do historically 
contingent, macro-institutional determinants account for the dominance of certain financial 
products over others, and how does financial education produce them as objects for investors’ 
consideration?  Who plays a role in canonising these stocks of knowledge?  How are financial 
actors not only empowered but also called into being by the motivations they are expected to 
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internalise? In the next section, I outline how my thesis addresses these issues in each of the 
following chapters, as well as provide a brief explanation of the methods I used.   
 
 
1.5 Thesis Outline and Methodology 
 
 This exploratory project aims to account for how the criteria of financial literacy in 
Singapore reflect the country’s financial landscape as formed at multiple, mutually constitutive 
levels.  I employ a variety of strategies and sources to demonstrate the multiscalar nature of the 
making of financial literacy.   
 
 In the following chapter, I sketch the macro-institutional determinants of Singapore’s 
retail finance landscape, which furnishes the context within which the average individual’s 
financial decisions must be made.  To this end I draw on a rich body of secondary literature on 
Singapore’s political economy, focusing specifically on the state’s developmental policies since 
the country’s independence in 1965, which marked a sea-change in the direction of its financial 
and economic development. I also present evidence of Singaporeans’ clear investment priorities 
in real estate, insurance and the capital market respectively.  I connect these two bodies of 
evidence to show that the state, exploiting its control over Singaporeans’ formidable pension 
savings to promote both political and developmental goals, has played a major role in carving 
out and promoting the major institutional channels through which Singaporeans allocate their 
savings. 
 
 While Singapore’s political and economic history sets the institutional context in which 
its citizens make financial decisions, knowledge and information about the vehicles on offer 
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constitutes them as objects for consideration on the market. Knowledge is produced and 
negotiated at many levels, and in the next chapter, “Financial Literacy Education in Singapore”, 
I address how financial knowledge is created by state and market actors for circulation within 
the public domain.  Because Financial Literacy Education is a fairly recent movement in 
Singapore initiated by the state, I focus my investigation on the materials produced, endorsed or 
otherwise connected to official efforts at financial education and show that state and market 
actors interact to propagate and naturalise a priority scheme of real estate, life insurance, and 
stocks/unit trusts for the average investor.  
 
 The resulting field of knowledge provides the raw material that individuals negotiate 
and use to reproduce themselves as financial actors, along with the very contours of the 
financial terrain they are embedded in. I complete my study at level of the individual in the 
penultimate chapter, “The Subjective Interpretation of Financial Literacy”, in which I present 
data on how individuals actively interpret and negotiate the tenets of financial knowledge as 
explored in the previous chapter, a process which constitutes the individual as a financial agent 
who must continually seek opportunities and make decisions.  This in turn generates and 
maintains demand for investment vehicles within an ordered priority scheme.  
 
 As this component of my project involved conducting interviews, I will now elaborate 
on the procedures I undertook and the rationale for my sampling and survey methodology. I 
conducted interviews with eighteen Singaporeans to collect overviews of the milestones in their 
financial lives, as well their as plans for the future.  Given the small number of respondents 
who participated in my study, my data are not meant to be representative of strategies within 
the general population.  Instead, my priority was to cast a wide exploratory net within the scope 
of this project to capture individual experiences across a range of variables such as age, gender, 
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income level, occupation and ethnicity.  My respondents were between 24 to 64 years of age; 
and ranged from junior civil servants who found it challenging to make ends meet to high-
earning professionals who owned multiple properties and were more than adequately prepared 
for retirement. I used my respondents’ occupations and other clues that surfaced during the 
interview to broadly locate them on a spectrum of wealth/income. I cannot be more specific 
about their incomes and networths because in order to build trust with my respondents, I made 
it clear that I would not inquire about their wealth and earnings, which is generally considered a 
sensitive topic.  This did not compromise my research agenda. 
 
 I set some boundaries when selecting my population of interest and hence my sample of 
respondents, who can be generally described as working- to upper-middle class. I was primarily 
interested in working Singaporeans who engaged mainly with formal financial institutions 
oriented towards the mass market.  At the lower limit of the income boundary were people 
earning enough to save at least a small sum every month, because this is the threshold for 
participating in the formal financial landscape.  Unfortunately, this precludes financial aid 
recipients; hence financially marginalised Singaporeans are not represented in my study.  The 
upper limit of my sample group was harder to demarcate, and I did so only by retrospectively 
excluding a former trader who, at the age of 42, was a bored retiree.  As he observed, the 
extremely wealthy bypass many of the popular investment vehicles, preferring instead to hire 
private wealth managers.  Hence my sample of respondents had sufficient resources to 
participate in the formal mass market for finance, but were not so wealthy as to be able to 
ignore them.  The boundaries around my population of interest are necessarily flexible because 
income and wealth exist along a continuum. However, I believe the experiences of this 
population, as partially captured by my sample, best capture the subjectivities involved in 
interacting with Singapore’s main institutional channels of mass finance. 
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 The interviews were semi-structured and each lasted an average of ninety minutes, 
though there were three exceptions. Two interviews were relatively short, spanning about thirty 
minutes, while one set of interviews was extensive and continued over two hour-long sessions. 
I aimed to construct detailed financial biographies of my respondents.  I typically began by 
asking them to reflect on their attitudes towards money as they were growing up.  This turned 
out to be an excellent icebreaker, and primed them to think about the role of personal finance in 
their lives.  I then asked them to recount, chronologically, the significant financial decisions 
they had made over the years.  
 
 Clear patterns in my respondents’ preferences emerged early in my fieldwork: many 
mentioned saving in cash, buying insurance, and investing in real estate and the capital market. 
At these junctures I would ask them to elaborate on how they came to learn about the vehicles 
in question, and why they decided to allocate their money in the way that they did.  Their often-
articulate explanations were telling, but more so was their occasional surprise at what they 
deemed obvious questions. At the conclusion of each interview I would ask respondents to 
reflect on how they saw their financial strategies developing in the foreseeable future. If they 
had children I asked what wisdom they wanted to relay to the next generation—a good way of 
asking them to parse their own. 
 
 There were two selection biases in my sample that need to be mentioned, even though 
they do not compromise my research goals.  The first is a bias towards people who felt they 
were doing well financially.  While some of my working class respondents had complaints, part 
of their candour derived from their satisfaction with their financial conduct. No one I 
interviewed admitted to being in debt, nor did I have reason to suspect that they were.  As such, 
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my sample does not capture people who are struggling in their interactions with formal 
financial institutions.  While this is an important research agenda in its own right, my goal of 
outlining the contours of the financial landscape in Singapore is arguably better served by 
studying those who interact successfully with it.  The second bias in my sample was towards 
people who were generally knowledgeable, or at least interested in becoming knowledgeable 
about personal finance.  I am mindful not to extrapolate this into a claim about the state of 
financial literacy in the population at large, but there is some evidence that enough 
Singaporeans are literate or curious about personal finance to constitute an agenda worth 
studying.  
 
 In my final chapter, I consider the implications of treating consumer financial education 
as a politically and economically embedded project and directions for future research. 
 
 This concludes the outline of my thesis.  The various sources of data I employ and 
collect are mutually complementary, and serve to highlight how financial literacy is generated 
and maintained at multiple levels.  The following chapter will explore how the state, with 
political, economic and financial development in mind, interacted with industry players to 
















 The modern investor is deluged with information on an astonishing array of financial 
products. This includes but is not limited to advertisements, newspaper advisory columns, 
government-produced educational brochures, personal finance blogs, or for the more 
conscientious researcher, the published results of financial literacy surveys.  Through these 
materials, myriad products compete for consumer attention based on profit-optimising criteria 
such as risk, return, horizon to maturity and a host of other perks and guarantees.  The financial 
literacy movement is predicated on the importance of helping individuals understand these 
instrumental criteria so that they can make sense of an otherwise chaotic marketplace.  As 
discussed in the previous chapter, scholars have begun to criticise these premises for justifying 
the neoliberal state’s attempts to responsibilise citizens and divest itself of welfare obligations.   
 
 In this chapter, I take this critique a step further. The shape of the consumer finance 
landscape is not simply the result of competition among financial institutions in the face of 
state indifference to the actual composition of the market.  State and market actors interact to 
shape the space of possibilities open to investors, bringing certain vehicles to the fore in their 
attempts to harness private purchasing power to political and economic goals. A meaningful 
discussion of what financial literacy entails must account for how the field that individuals find 
themselves embedded in has been ordered by political and economic processes. Such an 
investigation is necessarily sensitive to historical context. 
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 Singapore provides a particularly illuminating case study of how macroinstitutional 
processes have shaped the consumer finance landscape. The country achieved independence 
from Britain in 1965 under the aegis of a strong, single party state that has remained electorally 
undefeated since.  Singapore’s youth, as well as its rapid, state-directed economic growth mean 
that its contemporary political economy bears easily attributable imprints of state policy over 
the last fifty years.  This allows us an unusually stylised exploration of the macroprocesses that 
inform finance at the personal level.   
 
 The following sections unpack how the PAP government leveraged its stewardship over 
Singaporeans’ formidable pool of savings in the mandatory national pension scheme to 
promote growth in three sectors: the real estate, insurance and capital markets respectively.  
The Singaporean state’s ostensible goal of personal financial security for its citizens has been 
inextricable from its twin aims of maintaining its political hegemony and developing the nation 
into a regional, if not global financial hub.  We begin with how the government used the 
Central Provident Fund to shape investor preferences to promote growth in the industries 
behind the three major pillars of personal finance in Singapore. 
 
2.2 A Brief Overview of Singapore’s Central Provident Fund 
 
 
 The Central Provident Fund (CPF) is a mandatory national savings plan that allows 
Singaporeans to invest a certain percentage of their CPF money in various instruments in order 
to earn better returns on what is effectively their personal pension fund.  It boasts of being a 
“lifelong financial plan” for all its members, although its role as a “vehicle for personal 
financial planning is but a consequence of its role in a much larger scheme of things” (CPF 
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1995:6).  The idea for providing poor Singaporean residents some rudimentary social security 
was in fact mooted by the British Colonial government in the early 1950s.  The specially 
convened MacFadzean Commission initially recommended a defined benefit pension scheme, 
but the idea of a defined contribution system eventually triumphed because it posed a smaller 
financial burden on the colonial government. Thus Singapore’s CPF was legislated into being 
in 1955.  
 
The fund’s core operating principles have endured over the decades. CPF membership is 
compulsory for all working Singaporeans.  Every month, a predetermined percentage of an 
employee’s salary is mandatorily deducted into his or her CPF account, and this is 
supplemented by the employer’s contribution.  This money will be further subdivided among 
various accounts earmarked for specific purposes, though only two concern us: the Ordinary 
Account, which generates 2.5% in annual interest and is the account that receives the bulk of 
savings and can be used for the widest variety of purposes, and the Special Account, which is 
designated for retirement saving and generates 4% in annual interest.  At the age of 55, 
members are allowed to withdraw their CPF savings (in excess of a legally required “minimum 
sum”) to enjoy their retirement. 
 
While its basic operating principles have remained the same over the years, the CPF has 
evolved into a large and complex institution with an important role to play in the country’s 
macroeconomy and the personal financial lives of Singaporeans.  In 1957, the CPF had 180,000 
members and a total balance of $9 million. (Low and Aw 2004:423).  In March 2014, the CPF 
boasted 3.53 million members with a balance of $259.6 billion (CPF 2014).  The resources 
under its auspices have allowed the government to wield the CPF as a formidable tool to 
“finesse the political economy of its developmental state as well as dictate CPF members’ 
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choices in consumption, saving and investment” (Low and Aw 2004: 3).  This takes place via 
two main mechanisms.  First, the government uses its power to adjust CPF contribution rates 
by employees and employers as a wage-moderating tool, which can either dampen a bullish 
economy or stimulate consumption during a downturn.   Secondly, CPF monies that have not 
been withdrawn by members for special purpose payments are, by law, invested in debt 
instruments issued by the Singapore government, which are in turn managed by the Monetary 
Authority of Singapore and the Government Investment Corporation—the larger of the nation’s 
two sovereign wealth funds.  Although the transparency of the Singapore government’s 
revenue and expenditure is a perennially sensitive issue, CPF money has been instrumental in 
providing cheap, non-inflationary funds for large development projects (Toh, quoted in CPF 
1995:10), and also to help fund the activities of government linked corporations and statutory 
boards in their direct contributions to the national economy.   This has spared the government 
the need to “take out expensive loans from financial institutions or draw on funds that could go 
into other sectors of the economy” (CPF 2000: 23).   
 
More importantly for our purposes, however, the CPF has also been knitted to the national 
economy through the government’s capacity to use it to shape member’s financial decisions, 
often in service of developmental goals.  While the government’s direct use of CPF funds 
contributed to Singapore’s rapid economic development, it also resulted in underdeveloped 
capital markets. Private enterprises complained that the CPF had locked away Singaporeans’ 
massive personal savings that could otherwise have been channeled into a market for private 
investment. This compromised the government’s long-term plan to develop Singapore into the 
“Zurich of the East” (Soh 1975).  The government has accordingly liberalised Singaporeans’ 
use of their CPF funds.  Apart from being able to pay for their primary residential properties, 
Singaporeans have progressively been allowed to use their CPF savings to purchase investment 
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properties, insurance policies, and an assortment of products including equities, unit trusts, 
gold, and Singapore government securities.  The state’s liberalisation of CPF account usage 
signals its acknowledgement of the power of private consumption to contribute to the nation’s 
developmental trajectory.    
 
 The government’s amendment of rules governing CPF account usage over the years has 
profoundly shaped Singaporeans’ consumption patterns.  Because the CPF is such a central 
pillar of social security for many Singaporeans, approved investment vehicles acquire an air of 
legitimacy among ordinary investors.  Singaporeans have invested in all the approved asset 
classes, though a clear preference for housing, insurance and stocks/unit trusts has emerged.  
Other instruments have hardly attracted any attention.  Consider the following data: 59% of 
CPF savings from the general purpose Ordinary Account go towards property, 12% to other 
investments and 29% are left to generate the administered CPF interest rate of 2.5%.  If we 
look closer at the asset allocation patterns within investors’ portfolios, we see that of the 
purchases made through the Ordinary Account, insurance products take 63% of the market 
share, shares 25%, and unit trusts 11%.  On the other hand, slightly more exotic instruments 
such as fixed deposits, bonds, exchange-traded funds, gold, and property funds only account for 
0.64% of investor portfolios.  Of the funds utilised from the Special Account designated for 
retirement, 86% were invested in insurance and the remaining 14% in unit trusts (Koh et al 
2008).  
 
Of all the products and vehicles available to retail investors in a developed, open market 
economy, why are real estate, insurance and stocks/unit trusts so popular? The following 
sections will explore the political and macro-economic factors that have brought these assets to 




2.3 Why is property so important to Singaporeans?  
 
 Singapore is a nation of homeowners and real-estate investors, despite the daunting task 
of navigating a developed property market and mortgage finance system.  Prospective 
homebuyers and sellers must typically choose between a wide array of mortgage products that 
vary greatly in repayment periods, interest rates, and other terms and conditions.  They must 
also consider legal fees, insurance payments and other miscellaneous expenses in deciding 
whether or not to buy a home.  Investment property buyers and sellers also need a working 
knowledge of the market in its entirety.  This rudimentary checklist represents only a fraction 
of what a significant constituency of homeowners around the world needs to know: in many 
developed nations, residential property represents the “largest single class of assets in the 
economy” and the most expensive purchase many individuals will make in their lifetimes 
(Smith et al 2010: 1).  This is particularly so in Singapore, which has one of the highest rates of 
homeownership in the world, with 91.9% of the population living in owner-occupied housing, 
and a total homeownership rate of 90.5% (Statistics Singapore 2014).   
 
Mortgage payments constitute a significant enough portion of household debt for literacy 
programmes such as MoneySENSE to exhort Singaporean households to plan their budgets 
around it.  Given the importance of home ownership as an object and site of knowledge in 
Singapore, the prominence of homeownership as an institution cannot be taken for granted.  
The importance of property in many Singaporeans’ asset portfolios is the result of the 
government’s concerted efforts to turn Singapore into a nation of homeowners.  While this 
project was initially motivated by the quest for political legitimacy, the economic implications 
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of property as a major source of personal asset accumulation were not lost on the government, 
which ultimately played a pivotal role in facilitating not just residential home ownership but 
property investment as viable retirement strategies. 
 
Since its inception, the CPF has been a major pillar in facilitating property ownership.  The 
newly elected People’s Action Party was extremely concerned with rehousing a population that 
hitherto largely resided in slums. The Housing Development Board was formed in 1960 to 
expedite the work of its colonial predecessor in building a roof over Singaporeans’ heads as 
quickly and cheaply as possible (Wong and Yeh 1985).  The government’s next goal was to 
turn a population of renters into homeowners.  The Home Ownership Scheme was introduced 
in 1964 to allow renters to buy the flats they were living in at highly subsidised rates, but only 
14% of households opted to buy their flats (Chua 1991:31). Home ownership received a boost 
in 1968, however, when the government agreed to allow Singaporeans to have their monthly 
mortgage payments for their HDB flats to be deducted directly from their CPF contributions in 
a streamlined, automated process.  This liberalised policy was hard won by advocates, as the 
government and CPF Board had hitherto adamantly resisted calls by unions to liberalise CPF 
withdrawals to include unemployment and illness benefits (CPF 1995:8).  The Home 
Ownership Scheme revision paid major dividends. Within two years, the proportion of renters 
who decided to buy their HDB flats jumped from 44% to 63% (Chua 1991:23).  
 
Why has the PAP government been so keen to encourage home ownership? The political 
reasons have been well documented and will not be discussed at length here. From a 
macroeconomic standpoint, homeownership, as opposed to renting, has helped fuel a “closed 
financial circuit” (Chua 2000) where: 
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Individual workers save money monthly in the CPF; the CPF is used to buy government bonds, part of 
which is used as grants and loans in public housing construction; flats are sold to households, with the 
HDB holding the mortgage; finally, monthly mortgage payments are deducted from the households’ 
monthly CPF savings. (49) 
 
 Allowing people to pay the HDB directly for their homes from their own CPF accounts is 
an elegant way of entwining Singapore’s two largest institutions and making public housing a 
sustainable, self-financing endeavour.  Having established a near-total monopoly on the 
housing market, the HDB has also become a powerful tool for the PAP to maintain its political 
hegemony.  Electoral precincts that return the PAP to power are rewarded with major estate 
renovation projects—a particular boon for older neighbourhoods—while those who vote for 
opposition parties mysteriously find themselves at the bottom of the priority list for the “Estate 
Upgrading Programme” instituted in 1991.  At stake are more than creature comforts such as 
covered walkways, wheelchair ramps and lifts that stop at every floor: a pleasant, modern 
environment has a major impact on property values, an indicator whose importance is difficult 
to grasp except in the light of the economic importance of HDB properties in many 
Singaporeans’ portfolios. 
 
In a 1992 National Day Rally speech, then-Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong exhorted the 
importance of “asset ownership”, of which the home formed the centerpiece for many 
Singaporeans: 
 
Every Singaporean will be better off in this assets-enhancement programme.  I cannot promise that every 
Singaporean will become rich. But I can promise to make every Singaporean who completes 10 to 12 
years of education middle-class and asset owning.  For most Singaporeans, his home or flat is his biggest 
single asset.  We will spend up to $50,000 per flat to upgrade it, starting with the oldest flats. (Goh 1992). 
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The “assets enhancement programme”, argued the Prime Minister, would encourage a 
greater sense of personal ownership in one’s financial investments, which would in turn create 
a citizen who “has a stake in life and can provide for his future and that of his family”, making 
him “a more responsible citizen” overall.  That same year, the government implemented the 
Main Upgrading Programme to renovate precincts older than 20 years to bring them closer in 
line with the newer estates (Ho et al 2009: 2330), and has conducted smaller scale upgrading 
projects on a regular basis ever since. 
 
Such a policy assumes a healthy, liquid market of buyers and sellers.  The government has 
facilitated this by progressively liberalising the terms of CPF withdrawals for public and 
private housing purchases—a general trend over the last few decades notwithstanding 
occasional dampening measures during periods of high inflation. The 1968 Home Ownership 
Scheme revision was instrumental in creating a surge in homeownership, but Singaporeans still 
needed to pay a portion of their mortgages out-of-pocket as CPF savings “could only be used to 
pay for a portion of the flat’s purchase price” (CPF 1995: 28).  Eventually, this limitation was 
completely removed, which made it even easier to own an HDB flat.  By the mid 1970s, the 
growth of a class of affluent Singaporeans whose household income surpassed the ceiling for 
owning a government flat prompted the government to release a new breed of executive flats 
under the auspices of the Housing and Urban Development Company, a private entity linked to 
the HDB.  Correspondingly, the government allowed CPF savings to be used to purchase such 
properties in 1975.  By the late 1970s, however, the government started to turn its attention to 
the under-performing private housing market, because a healthy private sector enables HDB-
owning Singaporeans to move up the property ladder, which in turn generates dynamism for 
the market as a whole.  The Approved Residential Properties scheme of 1981 rectified this by 
enabling Singaporeans to use their CPF savings to purchase private property, provided that its 
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lease was no less than 60 years.  Within 10 years, over 100,000 Singaporeans had withdrawn a 
total of $9.37 billion to pay for private properties (Straits Times 1992).  The CPF scheme was 
considered “the prime mover of the private property market” (Straits Times 1996). 
 
The rhetoric of upgrading to a better home as a means of fostering a stake in the nation 
might explain why the government progressively liberalised the use of CPF savings to pay for 
higher-end abodes. However, it does not explain why the government has enthusiastically 
facilitated the ownership of investment properties. Although the 1981 Approved Residential 
Properties Scheme allowed Singaporeans to use their CPF savings to purchase a second 
property, “investment” was confined within the private market because those living in private 
housing were not allowed to purchase a government flat.  In 1989, however, the CPF Board 
announced that private property owners were allowed to purchase resale government flats, and 
owners of government flats bought on the open market were likewise allowed to invest in 
private property. This privilege was extended in 1991 to HDB flat owners who had bought their 
homes directly from the government, so that this 320,000 strong constituency would “not be 
disadvantaged from making investments in private property” in the words of the Minister of 
State for National Development (Straits Times 1991).  One of the conditions of ownership 
across the public-private divide that still applies today is that investors live in the public flat, 
designating the private one for investment (Straits Times 1989).  This proviso upholds the 
ideology of public housing as a Home while relegating mercenary profiteering behaviour to the 
private market, but the liberalisation of property ownership rules effectively involves the 
government allowing HDB owners to leverage on the tremendous subsidies they enjoyed if 
they purchased their flats directly from the government to move up the property ladder.  In 
1993, 3% of all households owned a second property (Straits Times 1996), but between 2005 
and 2007, the Credit Bureau of Singapore reported that the number of Singaporeans who took 
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out two or more home loans had more than doubled to about 40,000.  One banker observed that 
while many borrowers were in the “mid to high” income bracket, there was “a marked jump in 
applications from lower-to-middle income consumers who clearly want a second loan for 
speculative purposes” (Ng 2007).   
 
Multiple property ownership is now clearly entrenched in Singaporean financial culture: 4 
out of 10 people who took out a housing loan in 2010 were purchasing their second property or 
more (Low 2010).  But the implications of the house as an asset as well as home also affect 
those who own only the roof over their heads. Kemeny (1980, 2005) has observed a general 
inverse correlation in developed countries between rates of homeownership and government 
welfare provision, proposing that homeowners servicing heavy mortgages are not favourably 
disposed to paying higher taxes to support collective welfare, preferring instead to focus on 
private wealth accumulation.  While the exact mechanisms underlying this relationship remain 
under-explored (Castles 1998), the extensive private accumulation of wealth through property 
is starting to redound upon an entire generation of ageing Singaporeans who are “asset-rich and 
cash poor” as they have spent their lifetimes building equity in their homes and have little cash, 
let alone other assets, to tide them through retirement.  Although their homes might be worth 
large sums on paper, they are unable to access the much-needed funds without liquidating their 
homes.  This is not an ideal solution for many seniors who wish to age in place.  This problem 
was first officially acknowledged in an Interministerial Committee Report on the Ageing 
Population, which lamented that “88% of citizens over the age of 55 had not made retirement 
plans” (1999:50).  It suggested allowing such elderly Singaporean HDB homeowners to “cash 
out” (60) their housing wealth through reverse mortgages, a type of loan made by banks to 
homeowners using their property as collateral, only needing to be repaid when the owner 
moves out or dies.  This instrument, developed in the United States in 1961 (Guerin 2012) 
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would effectively convert home equity into a lifelong stream of income for the homeowner 
while allowing her to age in place.  The need for such products in Singapore was reiterated in 
2006: the new committee recommended “work(ing) with market players to offer reverse 
mortgage schemes for elderly HDB flat owners at commercial terms” in order to “help senior 
HDB flat owners to monetise their flats” (Report on the Ageing Population 2006: 21).  That 
year, the first commercially offered reverse mortgages were authorized for HDB flat owners, 
although reverse mortgages for private property owners were debuted by a local insurance 
company in 1997.  In 2009, the HDB introduced the Lease Buyback Scheme—clearly inspired 
by the concept of the reverse mortgage—to allow low-income elderly flat owners to sell a 
portion of their lease back to the HDB in return for a lump sum that would be used to purchase 
an annuity.  When the scheme proved to be disappointingly unpopular, with fewer than 2% of 
all eligible households signing up for it by 2012, the government launched a fresh round of 
promotional campaigns and generous financial incentives to encourage cash-strapped elderly 
Singaporeans to monetise their homes (Chan 2012). 
 
Reverse mortgages and related schemes are not well received in Singapore at the moment, 
but this should not distract from the significance of the government’s enthusiasm in promoting 
them.  The growing numbers of “asset-rich, cash-poor” Singaporeans who need to look to their 
home equity for a retirement solution is the legacy of decades of home ownership turbocharged 
by “asset enhancement” measures.  The only opportunity for the less privileged to participate in 
the property dream is to utilize such innovative schemes to monetise the roof over their heads.  
The fact that the government facilitates the monetisation of the very assets that it has helped 
Singaporeans purchase only reveals the extent of its commitment to the ideology of financial 




2.4 Harnessing Personal Finance to National Economic Development 
 
Buying a property is expensive. Not everyone waits until they are able to afford a down 
payment and regular mortgage payments to plan their financial futures.  Given the emphasis on 
individual financial responsibility in Singapore, the demand for more accessible saving and 
investment tools should not be surprising.  The most popular vehicle for this purpose is life 
insurance.  However, insurance is prominent in Singapore not only as a result of the reassuring 
concepts of security and protection that characterise insurance products, but also as a result of 
the government’s concerted efforts to promote the insurance industry as a key pillar of the 
financial sector.   
   
To appreciate what seems to be the self-evident demand for insurance products, we need a 
broad understanding of its main categories.  General insurance deals with risks that do not 
pertain to human life and health, and will not be discussed here.  Life insurance, on the other 
hand, protects policyholders from threats to their person and comprises several broad types that 
of relevance to this thesis. Health and accident insurances reimburse policyholders for 
treatment costs they would otherwise not be able to bear.  Annuities provide customers a 
regular stream of income for a contracted period of time, ranging from a few years to the time 
of death.  This insures customers, particularly retirees, against outliving their savings, and also 
generates an income for them.  Endowment plans are a savings tool which provide a payout at 
the maturity date. More specifically, “Investment Plans” explicitly index their projected 
benefits to the performance of some underlying asset such as equities, bonds, funds and so on.  
This variety of modern insurance products theoretically enables insurance companies to offer 
customers a complete system of financial solutions—or so they try to convince their 
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prospective clients.  A 2012 Business Monitor International report characterised Singapore as a 
lucrative, mature, yet growing market for insurance because  
 
…savings rates have been consistently high by world standards, where social security of the kind found in 
western Europe or the US is largely absent and where traditionally, the underdevelopment of local 
financial markets has meant that many households see life insurance as an attractive destination for their 
savings (11). 
 
In 2010, a total of $16 billion worth of life insurance premiums were in force in Singapore; 
a figure projected to reach $25.4 billion in 2016 (Business Monitor International 2012: 11)—
one of the highest per capita in the Asia Pacific region.  The Monetary Authority of Singapore 
characterised insurance as  
 
…an institution with an essential role to play in our society.  It has important socioeconomic functions to 
fulfil.  So essential and pervasive is this role that a collapse of the insurance industry will have serious 
repercussions for the wellbeing of the economy and the welfare of the people. (MAS 1985: 9) 
 
Yet, the government did not always appreciate the “essential role” that insurance would 
come to play in ensuring citizens’ financial wellbeing.  The industry was in fact initially seen as 
a threat to the CPF system, or at best a redundancy.  The early PAP government disliked the 
concept of “social insurance” because it contradicted the principles of self-provision so firmly 
entrenched in the CPF system.  A 1985 compendium of short memoirs by retired industry 
leaders reveals that competition from the CPF system and the indifference of the government to 
the industry impeded its growth.  When the CPF Act was passed in 1955, many life insurance 
companies were heartened by what seemed like the government’s categorical endorsement of 
personal risk management measures, and “applied to the authorities for companies having an 
insurance scheme for their employees similar to the CPF to be exempted from the provisions of 
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the act” (Leong 1985:177).  However, it was “a big disappointment for the insurance 
companies when the authorities turned down their application” (ibid).  Annuities were 
unattractive to all but the rich because payments were “taken as income and taxed in full”: even 
after a 1975 amendment, interest earned was still taxable (Pathmaraj 1985:199).  Although 
Singapore’s rapid economic growth in the 1970s was a boon for the general insurance sector, 
the government’s corresponding increase in CPF contribution rates to tame inflation only 
dampened life-sector growth as it reduced Singaporeans’ capacity and need to pay for private 
insurance.  The president of a local insurance company complained that “the high contribution 
to the CPF provided little incentive for employees to take life assurance policies to provide for 
their old age needs as their accumulated savings in the CPF would be more than adequate for 
this purpose” (Tan 1985: 209). 
 
Happily for the insurance industry, the fear that high rates of CPF savings would stunt the 
market did not materialise. First, it quickly became apparent that many Singaporeans simply 
did not have enough in their CPF accounts to fund their retirement.  In 1987, the CPF 
introduced the Minimum Sum Scheme, whereby instead of being allowed to withdraw their 
entire savings in cash to dispense with as they pleased, members would now have $30,000 
shunted into a Retirement Account.  Those with insufficient cash in their CPF accounts are 
allowed to pledge the shortfall with their property.  Alternatively, they were allowed to appeal 
to their relatives to top up their accounts to the minimum sum from their own CPF accounts or 
in cash.  Since its introduction, the minimum sum has been progressively raised to reflect 
increasing life expectancies and inflation rates.  However, there has been a downward trend in 
the number of people being able to meet the prevailing minimum sum: 57.1% in 1996 versus 
only 35.6% in 2007 (CPF 2008:2).  While this project cannot provide a detailed exploration of 
why Singaporeans do not to have enough cash for retirement, we can identify a few key factors. 
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Firstly, as discussed in the previous section, the heavy expenditure on housing drains much of 
Singaporeans’ ability to save through other means.  Secondly, the administered CPF interest 
rate of 2.5% falls short of Singapore’s average long-term inflation rate of 3% (Asher 2002: 12).  
It has certainly not been keeping pace with Singapore’s GDP growth rate, which has averaged 
6.9% from 2010 to 2013 (World Bank 2014).  Macroeconomic uncertainty on one hand and the 
sobering certainty of below-market CPF interest rates on the other provide a strong impetus to 
individuals to at least attempt to achieve better returns on their savings. 
 
Necessity alone, however, does not explain the importance of insurance to many 
Singaporeans.  It needs to be situated in the larger context of the state’s concerted efforts to 
develop Singapore as a regional, if not global financial hub, of which the insurance industry is a 
key pillar.  Facilitating the growth of insurance is as much about boosting the industry as it is 
about protecting its citizens’ financial interests.  This gives rise to a curious situation in which 
the expansion of an inherently conservative industry is predicated on the growth of capital 
markets, which Singaporeans are encouraged to actively participate in. 
 
The entwining of personal finance with national macroeconomic strategies can be traced 
back to the late 1960s, when the government first articulated its goal to develop Singapore into 
a major financial centre.  The government felt that “the financial sector could be developed into 
an industry in its own right, rather than merely playing a supporting role” (Tan 2005:2).  A 
sophisticated financial market requires “a network of institutions and efficient markets 
providing a wide range of financial services”, a strong regulatory framework, and an 
environment where “funds are readily available” (ibid).  One important aspect of a healthy 
financial system is a thriving insurance market. Hence, the government also worked to develop 
Singapore into an insurance centre. Early efforts to expand were directed towards offshore 
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markets, however, no thanks to the CPF monopolising the local market. As a result, the initial 
phase of growth was not led by direct life insurers but reinsurers and captive insurers.   
 
The late 1970s onwards saw a cascade of measures to liberalise the use of CPF funds to 
purchase financial products.  These coincided with moves to privatise many hitherto 
government-owned companies to add breadth and depth to capital markets (Low 2006), much 
to the delight of insurance companies (Myint Soe 1985) and capital market players (Yong 
1999) who had been complaining for decades that the government and more specifically the 
CPF Board were crowding out private sector growth.  The 1986 Approved Investment Scheme, 
the first of its kind, allowed Singaporeans to invest a portion of their savings in approved 
shares, unit trusts, loan stocks and gold (Low 2004).  The scheme was expanded in 1993 to 
allow investment in endowment insurance policies, among others.  Freeing CPF savings for 
insurance purchases has been a tremendous boost for the industry.  15% of all single-premium 
insurance policy purchases in 2014 were made with CPF savings (Boon 2014).  Another 
avenue through which CPF funds help fuel the insurance industry is at the point of retirement 
withdrawal, which has always been a significant market for annuities (Myint Soe 1985).  
However, this market was cemented in 1987 when the Minimum Sum Scheme mandated that 
the minimum sum be either deposited in an approved bank which would administer a 
systematic draw-down, or used to purchase an annuity with an approved insurance company.  
Although this has been replaced with a national annuity scheme in 2013, it will hardly dent the 
now-thriving Singapore insurance market which is one of the open and globally connected in 
the world (ISI 2013). 
Insurance has been cemented as an integral part of Singapore’s financial landscape not only 
because of the important role it plays in substituting for state welfare, but also because the 
structural integration of the industry into Singapore’s financial landscape. The next section will 
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address how broader capital market developments have similarly affected investor options and 
preferences. 
 
2.5 A Nation of Shareholders 
 
 The growth of the insurance industry depends not only on healthy policy sales, but also 
access to sophisticated financial markets within a sound regulatory environment. Insurance 
companies expand by investing their assets and liabilities to generate returns for their 
customers.  In 1993, the government allowed insurance companies to offer so-called 
“investment linked policies” where returns were pegged to financial investments made with 
customers’ premium payments (Tan 2005: 143). Unsurprisingly, the liberalisation of the 
insurance and equity markets, as well as their access to CPF savings, occurred simultaneously.  
CPF withdrawals for approved shares issued on the Singapore Exchange were permitted from 
the inaugural investment scheme. Along with property, equities and their derivatives are the 
objects of most of the government’s asset enhancement rhetoric.  Notwithstanding the fact that 
in absolute terms shares and unit trusts are dwarfed by insurance products in the CPF market, 
they still constitute a significant minority of the market share, and their popularity must also be 
viewed in Singapore’s macroeconomic context. 
 
 Buying shares is typically considered a riskier enterprise than insurance or property 
because investors bear a higher risk of losing their entire investment capital.  Official financial 
literacy materials categorise equity investing as a risky activity best left to sophisticated 
investors.  Therefore it is curious that the government has in fact been actively promoting share 
ownership for more than three decades.  Then-Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong declared that he 
would make Singapore “a nation of share owners, with one in three adults owning shares” (CPF 
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1995:40), so that more Singaporeans would achieve the middle class dream and “share the 
fruits of (Singapore’s) success” (Goh 1992).  This rhetorical flourish euphemises an ingenious 
system where CPF savings were harnessed to help finance newly privatised government-owned 
corporations, a move which in turn contributed breadth and depth to the underdeveloped 
financial markets.  One bonus for the ruling party was that such gestures of largesse were used 
to generate political mileage.  Such was the case with the SBS Shares Scheme launched in 
1978, in which Singaporeans could use their CPF savings to buy a maximum of 5000 shares.  
Those who purchased more than 1000 shares received a concessionary bus pass that allowed 
them to enjoy discounted travel fares with the newly-privatised company (Low 2004).  This 
modus operandus would be repeated, though without freebies, with the floatation of the Mass 
Rapid Transit and the Public Utilities Board.  In 1993, the government deposited $200 into the 
CPF account of every Singaporean who met the extremely simple requirement of having 
deposited at least $500 in their accounts in the past 6 months to enable them to buy Singapore 
Telecom shares.  Those who did not meet the requirements could reactivate their accounts by 
topping them up to the required sum, or have their children or grandchildren do so for them.  
With such inclusive terms, 1.4 million shareholders were instantly created.  Later on, the 
government would provide ad hoc assistance during times of economic difficulty by depositing 
so-called “Economic Restructuring Shares” and “New Singapore Shares” into CPF members’ 
accounts.  These “shares” earn dividends but cannot be traded on the exchange, and it was 
never clear what the underlying assets were (not that many people asked questions).  
Technically these were not even shares, but the exercises reveal the government’s commitment 
to upholding the ideal of share ownership as a viable means to economic well being; and the 
fact that Singaporeans with inactive accounts had to take the initiative to activate them with a 




 Notwithstanding the state’s enthusiastic promotion of equity ownership, the limited 
success of CPF investors over the years has been a cause for the government’s concern.  
Between 2004 and 2013, 47% of investors lost money on their investments, 35% did not 
manage to outperform the guaranteed CPF interest rate of 2.5%, and only 18% outperformed 
the CPF baseline (Koh 2014).  A similarly bleak figure in 1998 prompted then-Deputy Prime 
Minster Lee Hsien Loong to advocate “professionally managed funds” such as unit trusts as a 
safer investment alternative (CPF 2000: 47), as it gives investors access to diversified funds 
managed by financial professionals.  It would be naïve, however, to attribute the popularity of 
unit trusts to their putative merits.  Unit trusts require the services of qualified fund managers 
and financial specialists—an expense reflected in the fees and commissions associated with 
purchasing them—and therefore constitute a veritable industry of “asset management” in many 
developed countries.  Singapore has been eager to grow this sector and build the country’s 
reputation as a wealth management hub.  A severe recession in 1985 produced the impetus to 
the formation of a special ministerial committee to propose an overhaul of Singapore’s 
financial sector.  The resulting “Report of the Economic Committee—The Singapore Economy: 
New Directions” singled out seven sectors for special attention which included, among others, 
fund management and capital markets.  While CPF members had been able to buy unit trusts 
since the inception of the various investment schemes, the resulting reforms liberalized not only 
what CPF members could invest in but also the operations of the unit trusts themselves.  CPF-
approved unit trusts and fund management accounts could now invest in assets around the 
region and the globe provided that they were listed on the Singapore Exchange (Tan 2005: 13).  
This is in turn predicated on and spurs further growth in the breadth, depth and global 
connectedness of Singapore’s capital markets.  The government’s efforts to turn Singapore into 
a wealth centre have proven successful. Latest available figures show that assets under 
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management (AUM) by Singapore-based firms have been growing at 9% per year for the last 5 
years and have now reached $1.63 trillion (Monetary Authority of Singapore 2012), an industry 
size second only to Japan in the Asia-Pacific region (Walter and Sisli 2007: 26).  The number 
of investment professionals working in Singapore has also been steadily increasing over the 
years, numbering over 3000 at the moment (Monetary Authority of Singapore 2012). 
 
 Among the three personal finance markets discussed so far, equity investment perhaps 
best exposes the interests of the state and market in promoting a particular asset class.  
However, this chapter has demonstrated that the consumer finance landscape is ordered into a 
priority scheme of property, life insurance, and equities.  The prominence of these particular 
investment classes can only be appreciated when contextualized within the state’s concerted 
cultivation of the respective industries, a process that has harnessed Singaporeans’ retirement 
savings through the CPF to macro-economic goals.  The state aggressively promoted universal 
home ownership and multiple property investment to buttress its political legitimacy as well as 
an asset-based welfare model.  The government then facilitated the growth of the life insurance 
industry to fill the gap left by inadequate CPF provision for Singaporeans’ retirement needs, 
and also to facilitate the growth of the financial sector into a regional, if not global hub. Finally, 
the growing importance of equities for the average investor reflects the government’s goal of 
strong domestic participation in capital markets, with the simultaneous benefit of promoting the 
ideal of self-reliance and personal enterprise. 
 
 This macro-institutional context furnishes the content of financial literacy in Singapore.  
The next chapter will detail how publicly available financial knowledge is produced and 
maintained by state and market actors.
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Chapter Three 




 Property, life insurance and equities are important components of many Singaporeans’ 
investment portfolios.  The previous chapter demonstrated how the state, with political and 
developmental goals in mind, took advantage of its ability to shape citizens’ investment 
preferences through its control of the CPF, in order to harness citizens’ savings to its 
macroeconomic growth.  The macro-institutional determinants of Singapore’s consumer 
finance landscape inform the selection of vehicles that citizens must engage with.  The average 
Singaporean looking to invest her savings would therefore do well to be acquainted with 
property, life insurance, and equities, as these are the dominant asset classes available to the lay 
investor. 
 
 Our study could well end here: the financial literacy movement entails little more than 
attempts by state and market actors to promulgate a compulsory syllabus that corresponds to 
the fait accompli of privileged investment products.  Financial knowledge serves as a map that 
describes an existing financial terrain, and enables the investor, who is presumed to already 
possess the required subjectivities and sensibilities, to make informed decisions among all the 
available options.  This is the position of the movement’s advocates, as well as the premise 
accepted by critics in their condemnation of its exclusionary effects. 
 
 While this approach depicts financial knowledge as essentially descriptive, this chapter 
argues that financial knowledge is in fact performative.  Knowledge pertaining to personal 
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finance constitutes the very products and actors that make the market a reality. Ignoring the 
generative role of knowledge would result in neglecting the dynamics between state, 
enterprises and individuals in negotiating their place in the market.  Although a powerful 
constellation of state and market actors works to produce the major institutional channels that 
exploit household savings, and despite the powerful structural incentives for ordinary 
individuals to avail themselves of these outlets, the process by which individuals are able to 
apprehend products on the market and then interact with them does not happen by an automatic 
sequence of incentive and response.  Before the prospective investor is willing and able to cast 
a vote of financial confidence for the products on offer, there must be sufficient grounds for 
believing that the products in question are safe and profitable.  This requires the assurance of 
the legitimacy of the entire asset class, as well as the individual products and the enterprises 
that purvey them. Financial knowledge, particularly as conveyed through official mass 
education, does more than describe available products.  It legitimises and organises them into a 
balanced and sensible priority scheme. Financial knowledge does not simply describe pre-
existing considerations for markets and actors.  Financial education efforts, with their attention 
to taxonomies, procedures and calculative skills, produce the very entities that interact within 
the personal finance market terrain.  Caliskan and Callon’s notion of “marketisation as the 
entirety of efforts aimed at describing, analysing and making intelligible the shape, constitution 
and dynamics of a market” (2010: 3) is particularly illuminating.  Among other things, a market 
is “an arrangement of heterogeneous constituents that deploys the following: rules and 
conventions; technical devices; metrological systems; logistical infrastructures; texts, 
discourses and narratives…. technical and scientific knowledge.” (Ibid) 
 
 This chapter will argue that financial knowledge in Singapore, as heavily mediated 
through official platforms, helps constitute the personal finance market by legitimising, 
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organising and concretising the very products available, and in so doing frames the 
subjectivities of individual investors in their apprehension of the market.  I start by unpacking 
the presentation of the first MoneySENSE survey results, and supplement these official 
materials with others produced by the relevant industry players that were not published through 
official channels to demonstrate a tacit consensus among market players about their relative 
positions in the personal finance market.  The significance in the discursive presentation of 
various interments is not that they map onto the macro-economic prominence of the respective 
industries—as one would expect, real estate, insurance and equities enjoy pride of place in 
financial education materials—but rather how the importance of these vehicles is affirmed by 
attempts to define their qualitative roles and priority rankings with respect to the average 
investor.  In brief, I found that investing in real estate, especially one’s first home, is accepted 
as so fundamental that the requisite financial decisions are not even accorded a separate 
category, but rather regarded as routine, administrative actions.  Life insurance receives the 
most overt attention, and is presented as a reliable, multi-purpose tool that doubles as a 
protection and an enhanced mode of saving.  Finally, the message around equities is somewhat 
more contradictory.  Equities are simultaneously presented as one of the most promising routes 
to wealth that Singaporeans are thus obliged to learn about as soon as they can, but also as the 
riskiest investments that authorities and market actors are keen to indemnify themselves against 
prescribing.  The discursive presentation of the various instruments is significant because the 
importance of each is defined in contradistinction and conjunction with the rest. 
 
 The following sections will begin with an overview of official financial education 
efforts in Singapore, followed by a closer look at how knowledge produced by the government 
as well as actors affiliated to MoneySENSE interact to frame each investment. 
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3.2 MoneySENSE and Financial Literacy Education 
 
 
 Amidst the abundance of information available to the average Singaporean in 
bookstores and the internet, our search for the most important contours of the personal finance 
market leads us directly to MoneySENSE, the first systematic mass financial education 
programme in the country. MoneySENSE was launched in October 2003 by Lee Hsien Loong, 
then-Deputy Prime Minister and Chairman of the Monetary Authority of Singapore.  Echoing 
his American counterpart Alan Greenspan, Lee explained that Singaporeans needed to “become 
more self-reliant in their financial affairs” so as to “manage their day-to-day finances, make 
prudent investments and plan for their longer-term needs” (Lee 2003).  This was necessary to 
guard against unfair treatment by financial institutions, a pressing concern in the context of the 
government’s “progressively liberalising of financial markets” in the past few years, leading to 
the rise of a greater variety and complexity of financial products for the average investor (ibid).  
 
 Mass financial education was therefore a priority for the government, which assumed a 
leadership role in shaping the dominant discourse about personal finance in the country.   In 
February 2003, the government convened resources across several  agencies to form the inter-
ministerial Financial Education Steering Committee, so as to “provide strategic direction and 
oversight of financial education programmes in Singapore” (MoneySENSE 2005: 2). Far from 
being a top-down directive, however, MoneySENSE also sought to incorporate important 
industry voices from its inception. To facilitate dialogue with the private sector, a 
MoneySENSE Industry Working Group was created. The members comprised several industry 
bodies across various financial sectors; a telling roster that reflects the dominant players and 
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interest groups in the local personal finance market.  The groups that had a say in the 
formulation of Singapore’s official financial education efforts were: 
 
1. The Consumer Association of Singapore: a non-profit consumer advocacy group, 
2. The Association of Banks in Singapore: a non-profit industry group of commercial 
and merchant banks in Singapore, with a total membership of 153, 
3. Three insurance associations: The General Insurance Association of Singapore, the 
Insurance and Financial Practitioners’ Association of Singapore, and the Life Insurance 
Association of Singapore, 
4. Three financial management associations, in turn comprising financial management 
firms dealing with a range of asset classes: The Association of Financial Advisors, the 
Financial Planning Association of Singapore, and the Investment Management 
Association of Singapore, and finally, 
5. The Singapore Exchange Ltd.  (MoneySENSE 2005:3) 
 
 
Insurance and capital market industries are heavily represented on this list.  This dovetails 
clearly with the importance of the respective sectors in the personal finance market.  Given the 
central place of housing and real estate in the political economy of the nation, however, the 
seeming lack of representation of the housing market is particularly conspicuous.  This does not 
mean that competency in buying a house is deemed less important.  Rather, as the two main 
providers of mortgage finance are merchant banks and the Housing Development Board itself, 
input about real estate purchases mostly originates from public agencies such as the Central 
Provident Fund and Housing Development Board. It is also possible that the banking sector 
representatives had a say on the matter in their capacity as loan originators, some of which are 
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bound to be mortgage-related. Notwithstanding the seeming silence on real estate, the list of 
participants in this working group reflects the dominant interests in the personal finance 
market.  The fact that many respective industry leaders were involved in this initial consultancy 
phase as well as subsequent outreach efforts is not just an obvious instance of their hegemonic 
prerogative of representation, but also a testament to the importance of knowledge as a site 
where each actor stakes its legitimate position within the context of a larger market. 
 
 The MoneySENSE project is a particularly high-stakes site for knowledge creation and 
dissemination, as it has been systematically expanding its outreach efforts.  Working in concert 
over the years, the intergovernmental FESC and the private sector MIWG have achieved 
several noteworthy milestones, contributing to a coordinated, far-reaching financial literacy 
movement in Singapore. The first of these was to collaborate on the design of Singapore’s first 
National Financial Literacy Survey in March 2005, which the FESC then commissioned a 
private research consultancy to conduct.  After collecting detailed questionnaire data from a 
representative sample of 2,023 Singaporean adults aged 18-60, the results were published in 
July 2005 in a hundred-page report entitled “Quantitative Research on Financial Literacy 
Levels in Singapore”.  The FESC has slated another nationwide financial literacy survey to be 
conducted in late 2013, although the results have yet to be published.  Nonetheless, this affirms 
the government’s commitment to establishing regularly updated, authoritative measures of 
financial knowledge among Singaporeans, which has in turn served as the basis for many 
community outreach programmes implemented in collaboration with the private sector over the 
years.  MoneySENSE’s efforts have been nothing short of impressive, having “published over 
263 educational articles in the media, organised talks, seminars and workshops that have 
attracted over 97,000 participants, and issued 29 consumer guides with a total circulation 
exceeding 2.2 million” (MoneySENSE 2013).  It has also organised roadshows, and 
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commissioned TV and radio programmes reaching large audiences.  In 2012, the Monetary 
Authority of Singapore launched the MoneySENSE—Singapore Polytechnic Institute for 
Financial Literacy (MAS 2013: 56) which conducts “free and unbiased” financial education 
programmes aimed at working adults in the form of workshops, speeches and seminars 
(Institute for Financial Literacy 2013). 
 
 MoneySENSE is by no means a definitive encyclopaedia of personal finance.  It is, 
however, an extremely important node of knowledge production and dissemination, which not 
only enjoys the legitimacy of being a public project but also the relevance of important 
contributions from major industry players.  Therefore, the MoneySENSE project provides a 
good platform for deconstructing the dominant discourse on personal finance.  The next section 
will examine materials produced by MoneySENSE as well as affiliated industry players to 
show how financial knowledge does not just describe products, but also constitutes and 
legitimises them as important, interrelated elements within the market. 
 
3.3 The Ordered Terrain of Financial Knowledge: Property, Insurance and the Capital Market 
in a Priority Scheme 
 
Underlying various financial literacy surveys is the assumption that personal investing 
involves continual choice among a vast but essentially fungible selection of investment options. 
Lusardi and Mitchell’s (2010) focus on respondents’ calculative competencies for interest rates, 
for instance, gives the impression that every investment—regardless of type—can be reduced 
to a few common metrics for comparison.  As I have argued so far, the investment landscape is 
in fact ordered according to the industries behind the most prominent asset classes.  At a 
macro-institutional level, the government has facilitated the dominance of the real estate, 
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insurance and equity markets, in order to promote national economic growth.  At the discursive 
level, this ordered terrain is integrated into a priority scheme where the three main investment 
vehicles are presented as fundamentally complementary elements of a balanced portfolio.  The 
investor does not simply choose between an insurance policy and a mortgage payment based on 
cost-benefit analyses about interest rates and returns: the two are qualitatively different 
purchases that have unique roles to play depending on the investor’s personal circumstances. 
 
The normative and qualitative ordering of the personal finance landscape is made 
particularly evident in the design and results of the MoneySENSE financial literacy survey, 
which explicitly catalogues financial activities into progressive bands of sophistication.  Under 
the overarching definition of financial literacy as “the ability of individuals to make informed 
judgements and take (sic) effective decisions in managing their finances” (2005: 3), financial 
skills are divided into three tiers.  The first entails “Basic Money Management”. Items in this 
section inquire about respondents’ monthly saving habits; their sources of financial advice, and 
how judiciously they monitored their expenditures.  “Knowledge of loans” is also included in 
this basic tier.  The second tier of financial knowledge comprises “Financial Planning”, which 
is defined as “setting aside savings for (one’s) future, having a retirement plan in place, 
purchasing insurance policies to cover unexpected events, and/or investing to grow their 
wealth” (34).  In this section, respondents are also quizzed on their knowledge of CPF account 
policies.  Finally, the third tier pertains to “Investments”, which encompass 
“…stocks/bonds…unit trusts, property investments (excluding the property [respondents] were 
currently living in)…and structured deposits” (52).  This is the most curiously titled segment, 
as the term “investment” is broadly applied to many financial products where a return can be 
expected.  After all, life insurance products that fulfil this function often channel a portion of 
premiums into the items in the “Investments” tier, yet are not themselves classified as such. 
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These taxonomic irregularities are not simply the result of semantic quirks.  They reflect an 
underlying logic of temporal and risk-based classification, which is parlayed into an ordered 
priority scheme. Along the temporal dimension, the “Basic” tier pertains to the most short-term 
considerations of income and expenditure.  “Financial Planning” is oriented towards the future, 
as are “Investments”.  Considered according to risk, the “Basic” tier comprises activities that 
are implied to be obligatory (saving) and non-discretionary (managing monthly expenditures), 
but a rather passive mode of managing income and conserving/building wealth.  Moving up the 
levels of sophistication, we see the inclusion of activities that are characterised as less 
conservative.  An understanding of how the government has set the precedent for explicitly 
stratifying financial knowledge is the first step to analysing how specific types of vehicles are 
placed within the priority scheme, both in materials produced by government agencies and 




As the previous chapter demonstrated, property is, by political design, a major source of 
expenditure and wealth for Singaporeans.  The national rate of homeownership exceeded 90% 
in 2013 (Khaw 2013), with public housing accounting for 82% of total homeownership. 
(Housing Development Board 2013: 4).  Given the overwhelming importance of real estate in 
the country, and the fact that purchasing a house is an expensive and complicated undertaking, 
it seems strange at first that MoneySENSE does not give property the same detailed treatment 
as insurance. The only instance of property being explicitly acknowledged as an avenue of 
expenditure is in the very last tier of “Investments”, where it is noted that 4% of respondents 
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owned one or more non-residential properties.  Homeownership seems to be overlooked in a 
literacy survey of a nation that has one of the highest rates of homeownership in the world. 
 
A closer inspection, however, reveals that this is not the case.  Homeownership is in fact so 
important that knowledge pertaining to the purchase of a home is assimilated into the basic tier 
of financial literacy.  MoneySENSE indirectly addresses Singaporeans’ grasp of property 
investment through their knowledge of loans in general, as well as how to allocate their CPF 
savings.  These are primarily administrative sites of decision making, in contrast to the profit 
driven considerations of “risk” and “returns” that are attached to the Tier 3 Investments. This is 
despite the government’s explicit policy of promoting residential property as an asset just as 
much as a home.  
 
Firstly, a great majority of homebuyers will need to take out a mortgage to pay for it.  
MoneySENSE therefore indirectly quizzes Singaporeans in the “basic” section on their 
knowledge about property purchases in their capacity as borrowers.  51% of respondents 
reported that they were currently servicing a loan of some sort, and 45% of all respondents 
were servicing a housing loan (23).  This far exceeds the 4% who reported that they were 
“investing” in a non-residential property.  The difference can only be accounted for by 
residential homeowners. Mortgagors, classified generically as “borrowers”, are expected to be 
extremely familiar with the terms of repayment, which include  “how much you are paying for 
your loan on a monthly basis; total repayment period of the loan; the amount of loan 
outstanding; the interest rate applied on your loan; the bank you borrowed from; and the terms 
and penalties applicable when refinancing or redeeming the loan” (24).  Because the population 
and audience of this survey are predominantly homeowners, this shows that knowledge about 
navigating the property market is indeed given the attention it warrants.  
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Secondly, as the previous chapter explained, many Singaporeans rely heavily on their CPF 
savings to purchase their homes.  We can tease out the government’s concern with people’s 
housing expenditure by the MoneySENSE emphasis on CPF account knowledge and usage—
an item that is classified in the second tier of “Financial Planning”.  Respondents are quizzed 
on whether they know their own account balances, how they currently use their CPF savings, 
and how they plan to use their funds post-retirement.  An unsurprising 61% reported currently 
using their CPF savings to pay for their homes (48).  This attests to the government’s 
acknowledgement of the importance of understanding the personal finances of home 
ownership. Not only must they consider the terms of the mortgage itself, but also how this 
major purchase affects their other financial activities.  
 
The main sites of decision-making vis a vis buying a house are therefore the administrative 
tasks of navigating loans in general, and the mechanisms of the CPF savings that borrowers 
will most likely use to service their loans.  Considering that these criteria are classified under 
the foundational and mid-level tiers of financial knowledge, this shows that purchasing a 
property—at least the first roof over one’s head—is treated as a fundamental decision that does 
not require the same finely calibrated, cost-benefit analysis as the “Investments” in the third 
tier.  There are far more resources to guide prospective homeowners through the logistics of 
buying a property than there are considerations of the desirability of homeownership.   
 
The MoneySENSE emphasis on knowledge of loans and CPF usage signposts the 
abundance of resources provided by two other government agencies which are the gatekeepers 
of a large proportion of mortgage finance in the country: the CPF board and the HDB.  
“Housing” constitutes a major segment on the CPF website, along with “Retirement”, 
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“Healthcare”, “Optimising My CPF” (investing in non-property assets), and “Self-Employed 
Matters” (Central Provident Fund 2015a).  Here, Singaporeans can find a comprehensive range 
of resources on how to finance a property purchase through their CPF savings.  Topics include 
the various schemes that enable buyers to purchase public or private housing, as well as an 
array of calculators for one’s “loan repayment period”, “monthly installments”, “outstanding 
loans”, and even a “CPF Housing Withdrawal Limits Calculator” which “helps you estimate 
when you will reach the CPF housing withdrawal limit on the use of CPF for housing” (Central 
Provident Fund 2015b). 
 
Meanwhile, of the five main sections on the HDB website, all but one (“Living in HDB 
Flats”) pertain to the financial aspects of owning an HDB flat.  These include “Buying a Flat”; 
“Selling a Flat”; “Financing Your Flat”, and “Renting a Flat” (Housing Development Board 
2015a).  Each of these segments contains detailed procedural and eligibility guidelines. Most 
interestingly for our purposes, however, the subsection on “Financing Your Flat” includes a 
“Step-by-step Guide” to the “ABCs of Financial Planning”, which walks viewers through the 
processes of inventorying their means, their budgets, and the steps of choosing a suitable loan 
(Housing Development Board 2015b).  These considerations closely mirror the elements 
connected to homeownership in the MoneySENSE survey, which shows that within the 
government-dominated discourse on housing finance, the framing of property investment as a 
primarily administrative and logistical exercise attests to the extent to which homeownership is 
taken for granted.  Buying a property is so fundamental that the question is not whether to do it, 
but how—a question deemed important enough for the government to assume a central role in 





Homeownership is considered so fundamental that knowledge about buying a home is 
assimilated into all three tiers of financial literacy in the MoneySENSE survey, such that the 
full extent of the importance of homeownership is largely cloaked beneath inquiries into the 
logistical and administrative aspects of Singaporeans’ personal financial lives. In contrast, life 
insurance receives the greatest amount of explicit, dedicated attention of all the vehicles in the 
MoneySENSE survey. This section argues that the sheer volume of text dedicated to life 
insurance within the MoneySENSE survey and other materials reflects the prominence of the 
sector in the overall economy of Singapore. However, the knowledge produced by government 
and market actors entrenches the relevance of life insurance to ordinary investors by framing it 
as a safe and comprehensive savings tool.  This is achieved by two means.  Firstly, educational 
literatures elaborate the technical features of insurance polices and how the investor should 
engage with these multiple aspects.  Many of the considerations articulated for the 
(prospective) policyholder overlap with general principles of personal financial management, 
which gives the conscientious policyholder a sense of security about her overall financial 
competence.  Secondly, the role of life insurance as a conservative but ultimately reliable long-
term financial planning tool is rhetorically promoted by the government in concert with the 
insurance industry itself. 
 
As the previous chapter explained, life insurance can either serve the conventional purpose 
of protection and risk management, or function as a long-term savings scheme.  Examples of 
the latter include annuities, endowments, and so-called Investment Linked Policies.  Many 
products blend the two functions.  Within the context of the Singaporean financial literacy 
movement, however, the savings function of life insurance is the greater object of interest.  
65% of survey respondents reported having “some form of life insurance”, and 42% listed 
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insurance as one of their top 3 sources of retirement funds (42).  “Insurance Planning” occupies 
an entire section within the “Financial Planning” tier.  No other class of financial products is 
given this attention.  Respondents are questioned on whether they know “the insurance 
company you bought the policy from”; “how much premiums (sic) you pay on a 
monthly/yearly basis & for how long”; “what your policy covers—how much payout/claim you 
are entitled to”; “when you will and will not be covered by the policy”; “whether there are any 
bonus payouts and whether these are guaranteed”; “what happens if you can’t afford your 
premiums or have to stop paying your premiums regularly”; “any penalty fees or charges you 
have to pay if you move to terminate the plan” (41). There are no other investment products 
about which respondents are surveyed at this level of detail and specificity.  These items do not 
just describe the features of insurance products, but encourage policyholders to integrate the 
knowledge of their policies with their plans for the future.  Policyholders are expected to 
understand the implications of their commitments for their budgets for the duration of the 
policy term, and factor the potential payout and penalties into their personal plans.  
 
The government’s prioritisation of insurance as a means of long-term saving is also evident 
on the MoneySENSE website, which dedicates an entire section to educating consumers on the 
types of insurance they can buy, how to select a good insurance agent, and how to seek redress 
for unsatisfactory products and services (MoneySENSE 2015a).  The MoneySENSE website 
also hosts 18 full length guides and many other articles specifically on insurance.  These 
include five booklets written by the Life Insurance Association (one of which is co-written by 
the Consumers’ Association of Singapore).  These guides elaborate on particular aspects of 
buying insurance (“Your Guide to the Nomination of Insurance Nominees”), as well as specific 
types of insurance products (“Your Guide to Life Insurance”; “Your Guide to Investment-
Linked Insurance Plans”; “Your Guide to Participating Policies”) (MoneySENSE 2015b).  
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Although there is a greater absolute number of guides and articles on the MoneySENSE 
website about “Investments”, these materials address a much more diverse array of products. It 
is also interesting to note that articles on life insurance are duplicated in the “Investments” 
section.   
 
The importance of insurance within the public domain of knowledge is not simply 
demonstrated by the volume of dedicated content produced by the government in conjunction 
with industry representatives.  The role of insurance as a fundamental and indispensable 
savings tool is also reinforced by the rhetoric of industry associations and individual 
companies, which leverage their privileged positions in the personal finance market to present 
themselves as safe and comprehensive providers of financial solutions.  The Life Insurance 
Association of Singapore, which represents 20 licensed life insurance companies and 4 
reinsurance companies, states that its vision is “to provide individuals with peace of mind to 
promote a society where every person is prepared for life’s changing cycles and those situations 
unforeseen” (Life Insurance Association 2015a).  Insurance is represented as more than an 
economically important industry.  It also serves a noble social function that takes care of an 
umbrella of needs, which include “long term protection; savings; investment; wealth 
management; and retirement funding” (ibid).  
 
Notice that only the first item on the list in the LIA’s vision statement is related to the 
conventionally understood function of insurance as protective and conservative.  It is tempting 
to forget that insurance companies are beholden to the markets they invest their customers’ 
money in, when they position themselves as steadfast purveyors of sensible, systematic 
financial “plans”.  The LIA provides information about various types of insurance on its 
website, arguing that “to achieve various goals in a shorter period of time such as buying a new 
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home, sending children to university or saving and investing for retirement, financial planning 
is required.”  To this end, “life insurance plans are financial tools to help you save over many 
years and invest for the future” (Life Insurance Association 2015b).  In what is perhaps the 
most frank acknowledgement of role of insurance in substituting for Singapore’s inadequate 
social security, the LIA promotes the industry as a bulwark for retirement needs: “…Central 
Provident Fund (CPF) savings alone may not be sufficient to provide for you in your senior 
years”, and therefore Singaporeans should avail themselves of “…life insurance (as) a vehicle 
for long term savings and investment” (Life Insurance Association 2015c).  
 
Away from the non-partisanship of the industry body, insurance companies adopt and 
amplify the same rhetoric of the safety, reliability and comprehensiveness of their products.  To 
give the reader a sense of the typical corporate rhetoric of the industry, the Prudential 
(Singapore) company invites investors to  “grow your savings, secure your future.  Select from 
a range of savings plans that offer both protection and a disciplined way to save regularly” 
(Prudential 2014). Similarly, the Great Eastern Life Company promotes its “essential saving 
and investing options so you are prepared for the unexpected—and to achieve your greatest 
dreams” (Great Eastern Life 2015). Such narratives are typical among insurance companies.  
While it may be tempting to dismiss this as mere marketing rhetoric, the ways in which both 
government and industry agree on framing insurance as a reliable and systematic savings plan 




3.3.3 “Investments”: The Highest Tier 
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The fact that housing and insurance are presented as foundational investments is largely 
meaningful in the context of a larger priority scheme, where they serve as mutual foils to a 
tertiary tier we now turn our attention to.  “Investments”, with a capital “I”, is a curiously 
named category which is represented both in the 2005 MoneySENSE survey as well as on the 
general MoneySENSE website.  The category of “Investments” contains a miscellany of 
products. In the survey, this list includes non-residential property, structured deposits, and 
capital market investments like stocks, bonds, and unit trusts.  This is expanded on the larger 
website to include real estate and business trusts, Contracts For Difference, Exchange Traded 
Funds, Structured Warrants and Futures, Investment Linked Insurance and Tradable Life 
Policies and many more (MoneySENSE 2015c).  These products differ vastly in kind from one 
another, and share little in common apart from the fact that they exclude residential homes and 
standard life insurance. 
   
The category of “Investments” has been constructed as the riskier but potentially more 
rewarding foil to  “bread and butter” investments. Singaporeans are cautiously encouraged to 
incorporate these Investments into a well-balanced financial portfolio.  In contrast to the 
matter-of-fact, procedurally oriented discourses that structure the public understanding of 
residential real estate and life insurance, “Investments” receive an ambivalent treatment as 
potentially dangerous entities that investors are obliged to take responsibility for gaining 
familiarity with.  Singaporeans are explicitly encouraged to diversify their assets beyond 
residential busing and life insurance, and “make prudent investments and plan for their longer 
term needs” (2005: 1).   One of the motivations for the MoneySENSE project is, after all, “to 
impart knowledge about the different types of investment products and how to invest wisely” 
(ibid).  However, the affirmation that “saving and investing are important parts of your 
financial plan” is also hedged extensively. At every step, investors are constantly reminded of 
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their individual responsibilities to assess and manage the “risks” involved.  The government is 
careful not to give “Investing” the same weight it does for home ownership and life insurance.  
This carefully calibrated stance and framing of “Investing” is achieved by emphasising 
investors’ dispositions over procedural knowledge as measures for literacy.  As a result, 
information on “Investment” products and procedures is not as centrally organised and 
authorised as it is for residential housing and life insurance.  
 
Prospective and current homeowners/insurance policy holders are tested on their knowledge 
of how to go about purchasing a product, and are guided through the process by the wealth of 
literature on MoneySENSE another government websites.  The importance of homeownership 
and being adequately insured is taken for granted within public discourse. On the other hand, 
the government makes a more concerted, if implicit, argument for the importance of 
“Investing”.  The MoneySENSE survey questions are designed to find out why more people do 
not invest, with the explicit goal of fostering greater interest. 
  
However, both government and industry players distance themselves from accepting 
responsibility for Singaporeans’ actual Investment activities. It constantly frames Investing 
according to the concept of “risk”, which is then displaced onto the individual whose only hope 
of mitigating it involves constant vigilance and research.  Survey respondents are quizzed on 
whether, and how they monitor their investment performance, the options given including “read 
monthly statements sent to me”, “monitor the price of investments against target price”, “read 
financial news”, “depend on my stockbroker/financial advisor/bank branch teller”, and “ensure 
a good spread of investments with different risks” (56).   
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On the surface, government and industry efforts to educate Singaporeans about Investing 
seem quite comprehensive.  The MoneySENSE website does provide a glossary of 13 different 
types of exchange-traded investments, with more in depth articles on a few selected vehicles.  
Contributors include the Monetary Authority of Singapore, and the Investment Management 
Association of Singapore, an industry body of over 100 investment management firms.  This 
almost seems to parallel the emphasis on residential property and standard life insurance, but 
there are important qualitative differences in how knowledge and information about 
“Investments” are presented.  Even though there is a fair amount of substantive information 
about the features of various investments, the constant emphasis on the “risk” and “uncertainty” 
surrounding Tier 3 Investments necessitates a constant, ever-expanding process of research.  
There are no final, authoritative centres of information.  While the prospective life insurance or 
residential property buyer can derive some sense of security from the fact that bring a home and 
insuring oneself are legitimate priorities and that there is a wealth of administrative and 
legitimised information to guide investors through the respective processes, those looking to 
Invest in more sophisticated instruments confront an acephelous terrain that can never truly be 
mastered.  In its E-booklet, “Introducing Personal Investing”, the IMAS defines risk as “the 
uncertainty of receiving the expected return.  This is turn gauged by the volatility of historical 
returns, i.e. the variability of returns and their average historical return.” (2010:3)  Nonetheless, 
it also chastises Singaporeans for “hav(ing) reservations about investing. Investing is often 
regarded as: ‘gambling’; ‘too risky’”, but “while misleading, such reservations also deter us 
from investing”(2010: 1). 
 
The proposed solution to this uncertainty is continual research and fact-finding efforts—a 
process that is incessant by design.  Prospective investors are urged to constantly introspect and 
profile themselves, on top of keeping abreast of financial concepts and news. Most 
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paradoxically, they are expected to avail themselves of professional help but at the same time 
assume the responsibility of choosing their advisors well.  Advice on investing in Tier 3 
instruments invariably begins with a call for detailed self-analysis.  The IMAS instructs, 
 
When deciding on the appropriate level of risk, you should consider two issues.  First, what is your 
tolerance for risk? This is subjective.  Your best friend may be able to have a good night’s sleep, even 
when his investments are down.  You may not be able to know what your comfort levee with risk is.  That 
will be associated with a whole host of factors such as your cash flow, financial position, future 
commitments and number of dependents.  Second, consider the length of time for which you are 
investing… (2010: 6).  
 
The Association of Banks suggests that investors “work hand in hand with your bank or 
financial advisor representative on the selection of your instruments…to minimise the risks and 
get the most out of your investments” (5).  Yet, investors must also do research just to settle on 
a suitable source of advice: 
 
Unit trusts can offer many benefits to investors.  The most important one is that you can gain access to 
professional management…you need to do some basic research in order to select the right unit trusts as 
well as the right fund manager. (IMAS 2010: 33) 
 
However, the very nature of “risk” ultimately indemnifies the purveyors of Tier 3 
Investment products, placing final responsibility on the individual to exercise sound judgement 
and discretion: 
 
Investing is important to all of us who have plans for the future, have financial goals and desire financial 




The overall message about Tier 3 investments is rife with contradictions.  Everybody 
should invest; yet investing is not for the faint of heart.  There is an endless stream of 
information on how to invest; but investing is characterised by the ultimate uncertainty of 
“risk” that investors must take upon themselves to mitigate.  Compared to the portrayal of 
residential property and standard life insurance as bread-and-butter instruments, the 
representation of all other investments as essential but ambivalent ensures it a place within the 
Singaporean priority scheme, albeit at a tertiary level where only the brave and prepared should 
venture.  
 
3.4 Chapter Conclusion 
 
Information in the public domain about personal finance does more than describe the 
attributes of each product or even class of vehicles.  As we have seen in this chapter, the 
financial education movement in Singapore, in which the government interacts closely with the 
private sector, in fact produces elaborate discourses that situate each product in the entire 
terrain of the personal finance market, and by extension takes a normative stand on what the 
sensible individual portfolio should look like. Far from being merely descriptive, these 
normative claims to knowledge catalogue and legitimise the financial products, and ultimately 
generate the personal finance market as a legitimate space of action.   
 
So far, the chapters in this thesis have explored the macroinstitutional and supraindividual 
bases of the financial literacy movement in Singapore, which shape and inform individual 
making processes. The final stop in our deconstruction of the movement, which we now turn to, 
involves looking at how individuals themselves make sense of and negotiate their environment, 
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and in so doing reproduce themselves as financial subjects and as well as the existing contours 






























Mass financial education in Singapore comprises a particular catalogue of knowledge that 
derives from, and in turn legitimates the macro-institutional contours of the nation’s economic 
and financial terrain.  The dominant personal financial discourse heavily promotes life 
insurance, real estate and equities as the pillars of personal finance, a fact that reflects the 
crucial role of the various industries in Singapore’s macroeconomic developmental trajectory. 
In this chapter, I demonstrate that the main tenets of the dominant discourse on personal 
finance resonate strongly among Singaporeans.  I will also explore how individuals interact 
with dominant ideologies and widely available information in order to constitute themselves as 
financial actors who can then confidently and actively navigate the personal finance market.  
Through this process, individuals are “economised”, or equipped with the subjectivities, 
discursive and cognitive tools that characterise a competent market participant.  Financial 
subjectivities are constituted when individuals internalise a belief in the inadequacy of saving 
and the necessity of active investing.  This belief forms the basis of financial actorhood, as it 
stimulates constant awareness of financial opportunities and potential concerns, as well as a 
tendency to be financially active rather than passive.  This promotes individuals’ knowledge 
about the market and hence their ability to locate their positions within it.   
 
The creation of appropriate financial subjectivities is essential to the maintenance and 
reproduction of the personal finance market. On top of acquiring a general disposition to be 
financially active, Singaporeans also internalise the dominant priority scheme of first buying 
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life insurance for savings and protection, followed by buying a home as a rite of passage, and 
finally venturing into equities and unit trusts.  A deep account of the multiple avenues through 
which investors imbibe financial culture and acquire their financial common sense lies beyond 
the scope of this study, although my respondents reported learning about personal finance 
through newspapers, magazines, books, the Internet, and social contacts such as friends, family 
members and colleagues.  No one I spoke to mentioned MoneySENSE explicitly (though we 
should note that MoneySENSE regularly publishes advisory articles in the mainstream media, 
which my respondents claim to follow), but there is an unmistakable resonance between 
personal strategies and the themes of dominant personal finance discourse.  Singaporeans’ 
internalisation of the primacy of insurance, real estate and equities leads them to demand 
knowledge about these vehicles, which is in turn parlayed into demand for the actual products.  
This reinforces and perpetuates the structure of the personal finance market, thus completing 
the causal cycle and returning us to our analytical starting point in explaining how the project 
of mass financial education is sustained and reproduced.   
 
 
4.2 "Just Sitting Pretty and Depreciating": From Savers to Investors 
 
Like many other financial education programmes, MoneySENSE categorises saving as a 
basic financial that lays the foundation of financial success.  However, such programmes tend 
to warn against limiting one’s financial efforts to saving cash, urging people to actively invest 
their money for better returns.  This requires a disposition towards financial initiative rather 
than passivity, as learning to invest requires greater effort than stuffing cash under the 
proverbial mattress.  MoneySENSE cautiously but unmistakably urges people to actively invest 
their money, acknowledging that most of those who had already started investing did so to 
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“earn a higher rate of return for…spare cash or idle CPF funds” (2005: 54).  Although saving is 
often promoted as a virtue, cash left in the bank or CPF Ordinary Account represents an 
opportunity cost to the retail finance industry. Low CPF and bank interest rates also incentivise 
Singaporeans to seek better returns on their savings.  Therefore, it is crucial for both individuals 
and the market that the former cultivate the propensity to actively seek out investment 
opportunities, as opposed to “merely” saving.  This requires a subjective transformation: savers 
must become investors.  
 
I found evidence that my respondents had internalised the belief that saving was necessary 
but not sufficient.  Without exception, they grounded their personal financial narratives on their 
saving habits.  On top of being a personal virtue, frugality was the basis for immediate financial 
security, as well as the foundation for accumulating further wealth over time.  However, there 
was a consensus that if it was bad not to save, it was also bad to just save. Many hence felt the 
need to do something with their money—an urge that was especially pronounced among those 
who considered themselves fledgeling investors who felt guilty about not making a greater 
effort to develop their investing acumen.   
 
29-year-old schoolteacher Titus exemplifies the guilt experienced by young working adults 
over keeping what he feels are excessive amounts of idle cash.  Titus is extremely frugal and 
saves at least a quarter of his monthly salary, and stresses that his priority is to “work hard and 
save and live on a decent salary, not to get rich”.  However, he is slightly guilty about his 
neglect of financial matters: 
 
I think it’s something that I should learn to do, but I do not envisage having an income flow that it would 
matter…I would definitely like to find a way to make the money work more effectively.” 
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Titus is also aware of the possibility of investing his considerable CPF savings, and is 
uncomfortable that he has not yet done so: 
 
I have a bunch of savings in my CPF which I don’t know what I should do with.  It’s just sitting there 
pretty and depreciating.  At the very least, I should be able to do something with it that allows it to 
appreciate above the inflation rate. 
 
 
The desire to “do something” with one’s savings is grounded in an awareness of 
macroeconomic realities, such as the fact that the inflation rate of the cost of living invariably 
outpaces interest rates on regular savings and CPF Ordinary Account funds.  Schoolteacher 
Janet, 28, traces her own financial awakening to an economics course she attended while 
earning her bachelor’s degree in Chicago: 
 
Is it necessarily a bad thing not to do anything with your money? 
 
Oh yeah, it’s very bad not to do anything with it.  I think when I was doing an econs class in school, and 
it was about global economics—so we were talking about money, about the financial situation in the US, 
putting money in the bank and it not being sufficient to get by because of inflation.  So if you put your 
money there it’s going to get eaten up by inflation. 
 
The desire to do more than save is the basis for the formation of financial subjectivities 
adapted to modern personal finance.  As we see in the case of Titus and Janet, the discomfort at 
the thought of stores of hard-earned cash depreciating due to inflation is predicated on their 
ability to locate their interests within the larger economic terrain.  It involves knowledge not 
just of the abstract concept of inflation, but how inflation concretely affects their bank deposits 
and CPF funds.  They know that if they do not make the effort to supplement these default 
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modes of saving with a more active strategy, they will be at the mercy of the inevitability of 
rising costs of living.  This knowledge compels people to reflect on their position within the 
financial terrain they are embedded in, and in the process articulate a personal financial agenda. 
 
This is clear in the case of Jason, a 25-year-old marine engineer who graduated from 
college and joined the work force eight months ago.  Like Titus and Janet, he considers himself 
a frugal individual who has accumulated a “considerable amount in (his) account”, but is now 
“looking in that direction, how to invest.”  Jason is motivated by more than instrumental 
concerns.  Being proactive with his finances is also a matter of character and principle, because 
“if you leave something in your bank, it says certain things about you.  Number one it’s that 
you’re very conservative, but then you could also say you don’t want to leave it in the bank 
because more can be done with it.”  Jason’s frugality seems to be at odds with his disapproval 
of “conservatism”.  He deals with this tension by embarking on an extensive learning 
programme in which he scans the horizon for a variety of investment opportunities and 
knowledge that could inform his investment decisions.  Although he insists that his “knowledge 
of finances is still at the infant stage”, Jason has already made plans to purchase an investment-
linked insurance policy within the next year.  Meanwhile, in his desire to make his money work 
harder for him, Jason avidly follows current events, hoping that it will equip him to invest 
intelligently in equities or foreign exchange once he has saved enough cash: 
 
I need to understand more about the stock exchange.  And I need to listen more to the news, because 
news does play a very big role, like you talk about investment, one area I foresee going into is Malaysian 
currency…why stocks, or currency, because it’s become a habit that you watch news every day.  I’m 
more in line with what’s happening in the news nowadays, like Ukraine, the European debt crisis, and it 
has an immediate impact on the stock market. 
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Jason’s inner drive to be more financially active has spawned a research agenda that has in 
turn sensitised him to the institutional context of personal investing.  He, Janet and Titus are 
aware of the realities of inflation and low interest rates offered by banks and the CPF, and all 
are cognisant of alternative avenues for their savings such as insurance, real estate, equities, 
and foreign exchange.  Most importantly, we have seen that Singaporeans have internalised the 
urge to be financially proactive.  This spurs them to carve out a research agenda, even if it is 
only a tentative one. 
 
4.3 Personal Narratives and the Demand for Financial Knowledge 
 
The desire to do something with one’s savings marks the beginning of the formation of the 
literate and competent financial subject, but what are the processes that motivate this 
development, and how do individuals sustain their interests and efforts in a constantly shifting 
financial environment? By inspecting the accounts of more experienced investors, we see that 
this occurs when people construct personal financial narratives that interweave their goals, 
values, preferences and investment activities.  The personalisation of financial activity 
motivates a curiosity that leads people to become, and remain, financially literate, drawing on 
widely available resources in an effort to promote their financial interests.    
 
Personal financial planning should not merely be seen as an imperative that is imposed 
externally on individuals.  For Rachel, personal finance was a site that allowed her to draw on 
vocabularies and product features to simultaneously articulate her monetary and long-term 
personal goals.  At the age of 24, Rachel had saved enough cash from her three-year stint at a 
property company to fund her bachelor’s degree in Sydney. Returning to Singapore at the age 
of 27, she looked forward to building a new life and career, but did not have specific plans.  In 
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the absence of a clear, positive trajectory, she formulated an essentially defensive strategy: she 
resolved to ensure her financial security so as to achieve the flexibility to explore various career 
options.  Her job experience had alerted her to the potentially lucrative returns of property 
investment, but lacking the capital for a down payment, she decided to “set aside a lot of 
money for insurance plans”.  Rachel liked the versatility of insurance: it protected her against 
contingencies, and was an accessible way to invest.  As a young adult facing a promising but 
unclear future, one feature of insurance products proved particularly attractive to Rachel.  The 
ability to vary the maturity dates of her policies allowed her to conceptualise the future in terms 
of corresponding periods of time.  Pre-empting the notoriously solicitous army of insurance 
agents, she took the initiative to call an old friend who was also an insurance agent.  Rachel 
wanted four policies that would mature when she was 33, 40, 55, and 60 years old respectively.   
All her agent needed to do was to recommend the appropriate products for her needs: 
 
So I started my savings again when I came back—so you work backward.  So I said I need to know how 
much I need to save in order to get X amount of money by the time I’m 40…and my girlfriend said, why 
40? I said I don’t know, I’m just putting a round number.  I don’t want to put too far away that I can’t see 
the money, but when I’m 40 I just want to see the money and do something…just work the maths and tell 
me how much I need to save. 
   
Rachel married when she was 31 and recently turned 40. No prizes for guessing what she 
and her husband decided to do with the money: they used as part of a down payment on a 
second property.  By then they had decided that they were adequately insured, and finally had 
enough capital to leverage on Rachel’s real estate knowledge and expand their property 
investments. Rachel does not know exactly what she will be doing at the ages of 55 and 60, but 
she rests secure in the knowledge that she made financial provisions many years ago. 
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To the extent that people find in personal finance a site to articulate their other needs, this is 
because the process of choosing products and assembling a financial plan involves 
comfortingly systematic procedures.  This is particularly so with insurance, due to the current 
structure of the insurance market, which requires that sales be made through trained agents. The 
sensitivities acquired from one’s exposure to investment through insurance can then be 
developed into a deeper and broader set of skills.  Greg, now 45, began his career as a marine 
engineer. For the better part of his twenties, he worked long hours, gave a portion of his 
monthly allowance to his parents, and saved what was left over from frequent late-night 
carousing with his friends. He owned “one small endowment, one small life plan”, and even 
managed to buy ten thousand dollars worth of unit trusts.  After eight years, however, he started 
to feel restless in his job. Without a college degree, his “income was quite stagnant”, and he 
became increasingly aware that he was not saving enough for retirement.  Like many other 
Singaporeans, he did not trust the adequacy of his CPF money, seeing as he was using almost 
all his funds to pay for his new marital HDB home.  Greg’s personal financial awakening came 
when he met with an old friend who was an insurance agent.  His friend not only convinced 
him to buy a better insurance savings plan with his CPF savings, but also to join the industry as 
an insurance agent himself.  Five years ago, Greg moved on from being an insurance agent to 
become an insurance agent trainer. He is now satisfied with his insurance coverage and overall 
investment portfolio and is wondering where to invest his money next. 
 
Greg’s financial trajectory does not seem as radically discontinuous as he claims, as he was 
always saving in some way or another.  The real change was more subjective than objective.  
Tellingly, he speaks of his turning point as an epiphany about the importance of systematic 
planning. This realisation sensitised him to the various options and technicalities he faced as an 
investor, and spurred him to be more knowledgeable about financial matters.  Although he was 
 79 
saving and arguably investing much of his early income, he was dissatisfied that there was “no 
plan—you just saved when you felt like saving”.  Insurance, and more importantly the process 
of choosing insurance policies with his advisor-friend appealed to him because of the detail and 
rigour with which they inventoried his finances within the context of macroeconomic 
conditions: 
 
(My agent) did a fact find, he tried to understand my situation, and from there offered a solution…you 
ask about income, your expenses, you ask about your plans and goals, what you want to achieve, how 
much you need for your retirement, look at inflation, rate of returns, and from there you find out what the 
gap is, so with that gap then you kind of look at ways to cover those gaps. 
 
Although he had already saved some cash and acquired some experience on the stock 
market, the “fact-finding” process gave Greg a new vocabulary and set of criteria that he would 
go on to use when adding more investments to his portfolio.  Over the next decade or so, Greg 
would go on to accumulate two more Investment Linked Policies, two whole-life policies, and 
two more protection plans for accident and illness coverage.  In 2009, he diversified his assets 
to include an investment condominium, as well as more stock market investments that he had 
thought through more carefully this time. No longer on an insurance policy acquisition spree, 
he reflected, “at the end of the day whatever solution is insurance, what kind of plan is that?” 
But by then, he had already acquired the tools and sensibilities to explore other options, and put 
money towards his investments “on a regular basis”.  
 
Becoming and remaining financially competent requires consistent effort over a long period 
of time. Basic concepts such as inflation and compounding interest scratch the surface of what 
a real investor has to know to succeed in a fast-changing market.  Investments need to be 
monitored, and strategies need to be reviewed according to changing personal circumstances.  
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Experienced investors generate as much, if not more demand for financial information than the 
novices that literacy programmes are aimed at. How do they sustain their interest in an 
ultimately dry topic?  While one obvious answer is that financial success, or the hope of 
success, is motivation enough—“greed breeds greed”, as one respondent put it—I found a 
tendency to frame the motivation to invest within larger personal narratives directed towards 
non-monetary goals, even if these reflections were constructed after the fact. Rather than seeing 
this the need to conceal and justify a mercenary orientation, I argue that framing financial 
decisions as essentially personal ones makes investing meaningful. This is a particularly 
important source of motivation for non-professional investors.   
 
Mr. Tan, a 65-year-old semi-retiree, had a very clear motivation for working hard, making 
money, and being thrifty.  Reflecting on his days as a young husband and father of three, he 
says his goal was  
 
…not to get rich, like those super-rich, but at that time I just got married. So when you get married you 
know you have a commitment to a family.  Then you have kids.  You gotta make sure you give them a 
better life than what I had, and since I got the opportunity to be educated in the US, my ambition was to 
get my kids educated overseas…and I think as a parent I need to leave behind something for my children. 
 
The desire to provide for his wife and three children laid the ground for a passion in stock-
market investing when he came into a “small fortune—I don’t want to say the source” at the 
age of 40, and fortuitously met a talented remisier around the same time.  His wife, whom I 
interviewed separately, revealed that Mr. Tan would spend many evenings on the phone with 
his remisier discussing the overall condition of the market and the performance of various 
stocks. This piqued his interest in investing, and he learned to develop his own sensitivities and 
preferences with the aid of his talented stockbroker.  Now, nearing retirement, Mr. Tan is no 
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longer on the lookout for new opportunities to grow his wealth, but he stays informed about 
current events and checks on his portfolio daily.  The Tans both agree that they want their 
children to follow in their footsteps, working hard, saving diligently and investing wisely. 
 
 
It is not always possible to discern a clear causal direction from a sense of duty to one’s 
family to an interest in personal investing.  Mdm. Wong seems to have reflected on the benefits 
to her daughter concurrently, and even after making several important investments.  Far from 
invalidating her professed personal motivations for investing, this demonstrates her need to 
actively contextualise her financial decisions and curiosity about investments within the larger 
narrative of her personal life.  Being diligent and successful in her investments means 
providing for her 25-year-old daughter and setting a good financial example for her.  Like 
Kevin, Mdm. Wong had her own personal financial awakening at the age of 40 when she 
realised that despite having achieved success in her career and saved a substantial amount of 
cash, she had not given enough thought to retirement planning. She “suddenly woke up” and 
thought “gosh, better do something with my life, and started thinking about financial freedom 
and things like that”.  With $500,000 saved in cash, Mdm. Wong could enter the market 
through a higher platform than investment-linked insurance. She invested $250,000 in a mix of 
global, local and equity funds through a financial advisory firm, and for the next two years was 
“just not even looking at it”.  Meanwhile she started to attend various investment talks with 
friends and colleagues. On one hand, Mdm. Wong was inspired by the sheer fun of investing.  
Attending educational events and exchanging tips was a social activity for Mdm. Wong, and it 
was hard for me not to sense her excitement when talking about fresh opportunities, or discern 
her relish in expounding the details of the investments she made or considered. However, as 
she gained more experience, she started to appreciate the importance of her investments on a 
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more personal basis. Two years after she engaged a financial advisory firm, Mdm. Wong pulled 
out her money and used it to buy an apartment in Edinburgh where her daughter was doing a 
bachelor’s degree in philosophy.  Although her daughter did not end up living in the apartment 
she had bought because of its secluded location, buying the apartment whet Mdm. Wong’s 
appetite for property investing in the UK.  Over the next five years she would go on to purchase 
four more properties, including one in London where her daughter would eventually stay while 
pursuing a PhD.  Mdm. Wong’s profit motives are inextricable from and complement her desire 
to provide for her daughter. What is interesting is how the latter gives meaning to the former, 
even if it was reasoned out after the fact.  Mdm. Wong bought her London apartment before 
she knew her daughter would end up studying there, but nonetheless found the coincidence 
meaningfully fortuitous. She reasons letting her daughter stay in her apartment as “paying rent 
to myself” on her daughter’s behalf, rather than to some other landlord.  Property investment in 
the country where her daughter is studying has proven to be an enterprise with familial and 
financial synergies.  It is also an avenue through which Mdm. Wong hopes to impart her 
financial values to her daughter: “I’ve given her an education, I’ve given you a house, what 
more do you want? Just the rest of it you work out, just the same way I have worked. Why 
can’t she do the same?” She wishes that her daughter would take a greater interest in investing, 
and constantly urges her to “keep reading, understanding, and talking to people.  And just 








4.4 How Personal Financial Narratives Reproduce Patterns of Demand 
 
The culture of personal finance, which mass financial education derives from and aims to 
reproduce, is created by the intervention of state and market actors as well demand at the level 
of the individual.  This demand is generated and sustained when investors craft subjectively 
meaningful narratives that guide their financial choices.  Despite the wide array of financial 
vehicles on the market, however, many financially knowledgeable individuals ultimately end 
up investing most of their money in insurance, real estate, and equities, as evidenced in CPF 
expenditure patterns. Given the abundance of investment possibilities as well as the importance 
of personal initiative in being a financial actor, we need to account for the overall conformity to 
the prevailing priority scheme.  I argue that this occurs because each investment class presents 
different barriers to entry and maintenance in the form of capital requirements, expertise, and 
monitoring effort required.  Ironically, financial literacy sensitises people as much to their 
constraints as their theoretical opportunities.  Having achieved a more or less well-articulated 
understanding of the relationship between their financial situations and the demands of personal 
investing, investors stake a reasonable position for themselves within the market, and interpret 
their choices using culturally available tropes about the investment vehicles under 
consideration. 
 
The mapping of personal strategies onto the dominant priority scheme is easy to observe 
among investors of limited means, as it becomes obvious that choices are directly constrained 
by financial means.  Farhan is a 24-year-old Junior Police Officer on an entry-level civil 
servant’s salary. He lives with his retired father in a rented HDB flat and is the sole 
breadwinner of his two-person household.  Although he emphasises that he does not want to 
“get rich or anything”, he has still given a fair amount of thought to planning for rainy days as 
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well as milestones such as marriage and retirement.  Given his modest income, it is interesting 
to see how he chooses an appropriate wealth-building strategy.  Apart from monthly cash 
savings in his personal bank account, he also avails himself of a fixed deposit scheme for police 
officers that offers a preferential interest rate of 3-5% per annum.  Farhan declares that his goal 
is to “save” rather than “invest”, because he has neither the time, resources, nor inclination for 
the latter.  However, his seeming indifference does not stem from a disregard of financial 
matters, but a calculated acceptance of his modest location within the field of personal finance.  
Farhan occasionally follows and discusses financial news with his friends.   He is broadly 
aware of the major available options but has decided not to pursue some of them.  As he says, 
“when it comes to shares and stocks I tend not to dwell on that because I’m not familiar with it, 
but I do research about it.”  While he does not have the means to enter the stock market 
directly, Farhan has inadvertently gained exposure to capital markets through his recent 
purchase of an insurance savings plan.  A few months before the interview he made a conscious 
decision to buy a “savings and basic insurance policy” for $120 a month, despite the fact that 
his older family members have “never believed in insurance”. Having conversed with friends 
and done research on the Internet about the subject, he decided to seize the opportunity to buy a 
policy after passing a sales booth.  This effectively makes him an “investor” and not just a 
saver.  His interest in “just basic saving” is not a literal declaration but a means to signal the 
modest scale of his investing activity, as well as locate himself at the most accessible end of the 
investment spectrum. 
 
Even investors of comfortable means can end up reproducing the dominant priority scheme, 
moving up the investment ladder in almost textbook sequence as they accumulate more 
resources.  Here, the conformity to financial norms is due to the ease of institutional access at 
each level of investment, which is in turn facilitated by solicitous representatives of dominant 
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industries.  Sharon, a 31-year-old veterinarian, has been saving conscientiously ever since she 
started working.  Her broad financial strategy has revolved around a question she has been 
asking since she was a child: “how do I get a house and a car and a comfortable life?” Most of 
her savings are in cash because she considers herself “a very bad investor”, and she is also 
cynical about many investment vehicles as well as the agents who purvey them. However, she 
speaks from a position of experience, and is nonetheless open to considering better investment 
opportunities.  Like many other Singaporeans, Sharon has always accepted the necessity of 
investing her savings. However, because she does not actively seek out financial knowledge 
and opportunities, she has tended to rely on news and magazine articles as well as sales 
representatives as her first line of information. Unsurprisingly, the first of such representatives 
she encountered were insurance agents, because “insurance agents are like leeches.  You meet 
them whether or not you like it.”  Over the last eight years, she has accumulated “at least six” 
policies, including a mix of protection and investment plans, for which she pays “at least 
$1500” a month.  One of the reasons she bought so many in the early part of her working life is 
because they were marketed to her as a secure and automated way to invest. Eventually she 
decided that she was adequately insured, and started “periodically” investing her cash savings 
and CPF money in unit trusts after being approached by sales representatives at the bank: 
 
You get people from the bank calling you, you have things in the newspaper, most of the time they trap 
you in the bank when you’re withdrawing money to pay for something, and it’s like, “oh I realise you 
have a very healthy bank balance, have you thought about investing it? Oh, come sit with us and I’ll get 
you a cup of tea!” and then they’ll go through everything and it’s like, “ahh, makes sense, it is just sitting 
there, whole lump sum, okay go do something with it.” 
 
Sharon spent a relatively small proportion of her savings on unit trusts. This left her with 
enough cash to make a down payment on a condominium when she was 27, just like she always 
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planned. Because she lives with her parents, Sharon is able to rent out her apartment. The rental 
income helps to pay for her monthly mortgage.  Now that she has comprehensive insurance 
coverage and an investment property, Sharon is now keen to put the rest of her cash to work in 
equities, but this time in a more systematic manner. She is currently on the lookout for a good 
agent: “If someone can explain (the products) to me, again, if it’s something that makes sense, 
then I could part with it for a short period of time, then probably I’ll go with it.” 
 
Although Farhan and Sharon would probably pass a basic financial literacy test, they are 
not by their own admission “financially savvy”.  A skeptic might suggest that they drifted into 
conformity with the dominant financial scheme because they were unaware of the larger 
universe of exotic options.  However, my other conversations with decidedly middle-class, 
knowledgeable investors reveal a paradox that contradicts this intuition.  Because the 
successful diversification beyond insurance, real estate and equities requires an extremely high 
level of wealth and expertise, a high level of financial literacy among investors who are 
anywhere beneath this threshold in fact reinforces their decisions to stay on the beaten path.  If 
it is any source of comfort to these investors, their superior knowledge gives them a more 
detailed understanding of their limitations. 
 
 Given the abundance of information on how to invest, what happens when people actually 
avail themselves of the educational resources and embark on a long-term, systematic learning 
programme? The outcome is contingent on many factors, and in no way implies a particularly 
exotic portfolio.  K.Y., a 28-year-old accountant, is a model of personal financial initiative.  He 
took an interest in financial planning at the age of 16, in preparation for his goal of becoming a 
technology entrepreneur some day.  He “picked up reading financial books from American 
authors about how to invest”.  These “mostly American books on how to invest” covered topics 
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such as “how to organise your finances, financial investment vehicles like stocks and bonds and 
unit trust and mutual funds and different things.” Impressed by his appetite for financial 
knowledge, his parents let him manage “$50,000 to $100,00 of their savings”.  He bought a 
mixture of stocks and unit trusts, but being inexperienced and “having the mindset of trading” 
rather than long-term investing, he initially lost money on his parents’ investments.  Over the 
years he refined his strategy and transferred his parents’ money to cash funds and bond funds, 
which are “safer, less volatile instruments” that tend to offer a slightly higher interest rate than 
“your basic bank account”.  Although cash and bond funds are considered more conservative 
than equities and unit trusts, they are not one of the more popular financial instruments, and are 
also not discussed on the MoneySENSE website.  K.Y.’s investment in cash and bond funds 
therefore reveals the mark of a well-informed investor.  
 
However, it is important to emphasise that the money he manages for his parents is not their 
main source of retirement wealth, which partly explains the “free reign” they gave him to 
experiment and hone his investing skills. Interestingly, when it came to managing his own 
earnings, K.Y. made an informed decision to pursue a somewhat more conventional path.   As a 
college student K.Y. attended a course that opened his eyes to the possibilities of a vehicle that 
his American reading list somehow did not fully sensitise him to.  This vehicle was life 
insurance. The course was taught by Tan Kin Lian, the well-known former CEO of a large 
Singaporean insurance company.  K.Y. learned how to choose the right policies, structure a 
good insurance portfolio, and comb through the terms and conditions of each policy.  Soon 
after graduation, he assembled a comprehensive insurance portfolio of “hospitalisation 
insurance, your Medisave stuff, a little bit of investment plans…and critical illness” protection 
plans.  This was important to him because he had recently witnessed relatives being financially 
drained by hospitalisation fees and did not want to be caught in the same situation.  Following 
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the advice of American personal finance guru Suze Orman, he then prepared an “emergency 
fund” with eight months worth of expenses.  Before long, he accumulated enough money on 
top of his emergency fund to invest in two American stocks via an online platform and one 
Singaporean counter.  Property is not on the horizon yet because he does not have enough 
money for a down payment, making the property market “way out of reach”. His best chance of 
being able to afford a house is to get married.  Failing which, he envisions a future as “your 
stereotypical single 35-year-old, gunning for the new HDB flats that the government has 
allocated to this group…doing the normal Singaporean thing, putting my money into houses, 
into stocks, into whatever it is that is available to me.”  K.Y.’s acceptance of the “normal 
Singaporean thing” is striking in light of his cosmopolitan influences.  As he reflects, “you 
can’t apply everything Suze Orman says to Singapore because our market here is quite 
different.”  K.Y. ended up following a typically Singaporean financial trajectory, even if his 
facility with personal investing concepts gives him a more sophisticated vocabulary to plan and 
describe his strategies. 
 
Financial literacy can only do so much for the middle class investor with a full time job.  
David, a 35-year-old police inspector, enjoys maximising his opportunities and learning new 
skills.  Moving from Malaysia to Singapore at the age of eighteen with only a high school 
diploma, he joined the police force, worked his way up the ranks, and earned a bachelor’s 
degree in psychology from a private institution along the way. David decided to get serious 
about his finances when he got married at the age of 22, and applied his characteristic ethos of 
determination in making the most of his middle-level civil servant’s salary.  In a trajectory that 
should by now be familiar to us, he bought an HDB apartment as well as several protection and 
savings insurance plans, always carefully researching the various products on offer and 
meticulously inspecting their terms and clauses.  As he says about buying real estate and 
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insurance, “the agents are supposed to help you but they don’t care. They just want you to sign 
on the dotted line, want to get a commission. So I do a lot of planning on my own, I sourced for 
information, I did the calculations, so I just tell the agent what I want to look for and he helps 
me source for it.”  After having settled his house and insurance coverage, David decided to 
expand his financial horizons into Tier 3 Investments.  He attended a few stock investing 
seminars, read a number of books on the subject, and learned about practices such as day- and 
contra-trading. He even set up a trading account and bought a few lots of shares for “hands on 
practice”, and regularly monitored the price of his investments.  But “three years down the 
road”, he “just gave up”, and has not bought anything more since.  David explains that ever 
since he was assigned a post that required shift work instead of office hours, he simply hasn’t 
had the time to “monitor the market”. This is a major set back because “you have to be 
committed to the market, you must know the market movements.” It is not only time that is of 
the essence, but the inadequacy of his capital to justify expending more time and effort on his 
investments. He contrasts his situation with that of a friend who recently inherited a tidy sum of 
money from his mother, and enjoys working hours that are flexible enough for him to be a day-
trader.  Finally, despite David’s fluency with investing lingo, the market still retains an aura of 
mystery: “It’s quite random.  You don’t know what’s happening.  You thought that the price 
move up and down, you thought that you made the right choice, just that somehow the timing is 
right.  There are so many factors influencing the fluctuation of the share price.” 
 
David is not the only one who, having read all the books and articles that a non-professional 
investor can reasonably be expected to read, is frustrated by the fundamental opacity of the 
market.  Rachel’s husband, Thomas, works as an IT auditor in an American bank, and regularly 
talks to colleagues who are professional investors. Although Thomas claims that he is “not 
adventurous” and that his “appetite for risk is not so huge”, he speaks from the experience of 
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having experimented with and considered a variety of investment vehicles.  His first serious 
foray into investing involved buying $150,000 dollars of unit trusts with the cash he had saved 
after several years of working.  Although he initially saw good returns, he watched in horror as 
the prices of his investments plummeted, and barely managed to break even by the time he sold 
all his unit trusts.  Looking back, he reflects that he “didn’t understand trading, the true blue 
meaning of trading. Didn’t understand so much about investment, what are the things you 
should look out for.  I was solely, wholly depended on the Relationship Manager.”  But armed 
with a new, prudent attitude and the benefit of hindsight, Thomas would still never be fully 
confident about his level of expertise in Tier 3 investments. He stayed away from unit trusts, 
didn’t trust himself to pick stocks, and had no interest in jumping on the Foreign Exchange 
bandwagon that some of his banker friends were riding. Recently, he and Rachel invested 
$100,000 in gold—a comfortable but not overly significant amount for them—but they are held 
back from committing more seriously to gold because they are not certain that they know 
enough, or ever will.  Thomas’ circumspection was affirmed by his conversation with the 
resident economist at his workplace, in which she admitted that laypeople without technical 
training would have a hard time projecting the true returns of gold, taking long-term inflation 
into account.  The veracity of her argument is not at stake here.  The point is that Thomas (and 
Rachel) resigned to the fundamental opacity of the market and the high barriers to attaining a 
“true blue” understanding of how the gold market works: “the question is, what will affect 
gold? I don’t know! Probably from the Internet I can find out what are the factors affecting 
gold.  Then I can, you know, do research on it, be more informed about it, then I can plan when 
I am going to buy gold.”  This day seems some distance away; recall that in the mean time, the 
majority of Thomas and Rachel’s money is in their properties, and their biggest monthly 
financial commitments are their numerous insurance policies. 
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Notice that the fundamental difference between the merely literate from those who were 
financially savvy is not in how their investment portfolios are structured. All ultimately agree 
on a priority scheme of insurance and real estate, followed by the stock market.  What 
distinguishes savvy investors from less well-versed ones is their ability to use the very language 
of investment culture to explain why they are not willing or able to pursue a different financial 
strategy than the one they currently employ.  They use specific, technical language to describe 
the local financial context, as well as the requirements of investing: entire “markets” needed to 
be “monitored”, personal “appetite for risk” must be quantified, and macro-economic and 
political conditions needed to be factored into a projection of investment prices.  This is how 
financially literate and savvy consumers who are cognisant of vehicles outside the dominant 
priority scheme nonetheless end up reproducing it through their personal patterns of demand. 
 
To gain a sense of the tremendous amount of financial, intellectual, and social capital 
required to transcend the norms of mass finance, the account of T.M., a 45-year-old semi-
retired trader, is particularly instructive.  The son of a diplomat, T.M. graduated with a degree 
in economics from the National University of Singapore and cycled through several fast-paced, 
high-paying positions at Keppel Bank (now integrated into OCBC), Citibank and Credit Suisse, 
where he successively made his name as a successful trader. In the course of his career, he has 
taken on such diverse responsibilities as managing a Singapore Government Securities 
portfolio, and trading “all the funky stuff, be it interest rate swap, NDF (Non-Deliverable 
Forwards), NDS (Non-Deliverable Swaps), forwards, swaps, credits, futures…anything under 
the sky that one can trade.”  Four years ago, he left the corporate world because he decided that 
the stress was not worth the toll on his health.  In his semi-retirement, he started a private 
wealth-managing firm, but soon left it because of a disagreement with his partners. Although 
currently enjoying his free time, he is open to the possibility of starting another private fund in 
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the future.  He claims that most of his personal assets are in cash.  The only property he owns is 
the one he lives in.  Meanwhile, he grudgingly services “useless” critical illness policies which 
he bought just to humour an insurance agent friend.  He does not trade on his own account to 
prevent possible conflicts of interest when managing a client’s account.  Clearly, he does not 
subscribe to the dominant priority scheme and has the means to disregard it.  
 
T.M. and his wealthy clients share a contempt for popular investment vehicles.  He scoffs at 
insurance protection plans because “all these things are of use if you do not have the money to 
pay.  The rich are not insured.  If they buy it’s because of legacy issues, or because they need to 
bring money out from one country to another country. So insurance is for the poor. The what-
ifs.”  His opinion of Investment Linked Policies is even lower, because of the layers of 
management fees imposed on policyholders that the rich can easily bypass.  T.M. does not 
think much of real estate either.  He declares that “property is the way to go if you’ve got no 
capital,” since “property is the only one that allows you to leverage up ten times. Or in this case 
now five times.”  This happens because buyers are able to make a relatively small down 
payment in the hopes of quickly selling the house for a profit and pocketing the difference 
between the selling price and the purchase price they never had to fulfil.  Although real estate 
profits can be of the magnitude of thousands, hundreds of thousands and occasionally even 
millions of dollars, T.M. is unimpressed by the mediocre effective Returns on Investment, 
which, after taxes, duties and other administrative fees, amount to a “mere 15 to 16%.”  
Furthermore, houses are highly illiquid, which does not suit T.M.’s preference for nimble 
investment strategies.  As a private fund manager, T.M. would be able to use his clients’ vast 
resources to invest in good, safe products (“my customers just want to beat inflation”), and be 
remunerated from the capital gains he makes on their accounts.  
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Notice the amount of capital required to break free of prevailing financial norms, and 
confidently dismiss all the common investment vehicles at once.  Although TM is himself a 
High Net-Worth Individual, his most significant asset is not his personal wealth, but his 
professional expertise and social capital in the form of a solid client base.  After all, he does not 
rely on his own money to generate income but his clients’ exponentially larger trading 
accounts.  As a market insider, the movements and twitches of the market would be less opaque 
to him than an ordinary investor—even an affluent one who dutifully studies the obligatory 
educational materials. 
 
The financial literacy movement promises to empower citizens to make sensible and well-
informed decisions.  It also aims to broaden investors’ horizons so that they can intelligently 
select from an exciting variety of financial instruments, and improve their chances of achieving 
higher returns.  However, as this chapter has demonstrated, the relationship between knowledge 
and power is not a linear one.  Even when armed with optimism and concrete knowledge about 
the multitude of investment opportunities, investors almost invariably reproduce the dominant 
priority scheme because of the enormous amounts of capital and expertise to venture beyond it.  
Thus we have shed light on some of the mechanisms through which subjective experiences of 




 The financial literacy movement is gaining momentum around the world.  Countries 
with developing and mature economies are increasingly concerned to educate people on how to 
manage their personal finances and invest wisely.  In February 2015, the World Bank launched 
a national financial education in Tajikistan (Shanghai Daily 2015), after a 2012 World Bank 
survey found that “consumers in Tajikistan lack the basic knowledge required to make sensible 
financial decisions” (World Bank 2013: 25).  By 2015, high school students in Florida will be 
required to take a financial literacy class before they can graduate (Jacobson 2015).  In 
Singapore, the Association of Muslim Professionals recently exhorted Malays to 
conscientiously educate themselves on matters of personal finance, citing problems of 
consumer debt among the ethnic group as a growing concern (Sim 2015).  Yet, for a movement 
that will affect an increasingly large number of the world’s population, financial literacy has 
not been adequately explored.  Governments, NGOs and international organisations continue to 
promote standardised measures of financial literacy and education programmes, while the 
emerging critical reaction remains undertheorised.  
 The main contribution of this thesis has been to complicate and contextualise the 
concept of financial literacy, as articulated and promulgated by formal efforts at financial 
education.  By peering behind the objective façade of standardised financial literacy tests, I 
demonstrated that financial literacy does not comprise an abstract set of calculative abilities but 
an institutionally situated catalogue of knowledge.  The institutional structure of the personal 
finance market is in turn conditioned by unique political and economic factors.  Singapore 
provides an illuminating case study because its rapid, state-led development over the last five 
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decades allows us to tease out the influence of the state on personal finance with an unusual 
degree of clarity.    
 In Chapter 2, I gave my readers an overview of the political economy of Singapore’s 
personal finance landscape. I demonstrated that the single-party state has played a pivotal role 
in bringing property, life insurance and equities to the fore of the personal finance market 
through its pursuit of political and developmental goals.  The Central Provident Fund has been 
a critical instrument in enabling the state to simultaneously marshal resources for national 
development and dictate Singaporeans’ consumption patterns.  The People’s Action Party 
promoted universal home ownership partly because this helped to cement its political 
hegemony, but also because mortgage payments, which were for the most part deducted from 
homeowners’ CPF accounts, provided a cheap and convenient source of developmental funds.  
As Singapore’s economy matured and its population began to age, the state started to promote 
non-residential property investment as a strategy of asset-based welfare.  The state’s aversion to 
increasing social security also shaped its decision liberalise the use of CPF savings to purchase 
life insurance, which would help compensate retirees for the inadequate cash left in their CPF 
accounts after paying for their homes.  However, it is important to note that the government 
would not have endorsed life insurance to the extent that it did if not the importance of the 
insurance industry for Singapore’s development into a regional financial hub.  Similarly, the 
equity market was uplifted on the rising tide of overall financial sector development. The state 
wanted to deepen Singapore’s relatively underdeveloped capital markets, and foster the growth 
of a vibrant asset management industry.  Heeding long-standing complaints that the CPF was 
cloistering Singaporeans’ savings away from the capital market, the state introduced a wave of 
liberalisations in the early 1990s that allowed Singaporeans to use their CPF savings to 
purchase equities, unit trusts, and a small selection of other capital market investments. To 
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promote a spirit of entrepreneurship and active investment, the government periodically 
distributed shares to citizens as a reward during years of budgetary surplus.    
 The importance of real estate, life insurance and equities on the Singaporean personal 
finance market therefore have their roots in the trajectories of the nation’s political and 
economic development.  These vehicles necessarily constitute the main objects of attention in 
any mass financial education programme.  Chapter 3 showed that the dominant personal 
financial discourse, as promulgated by MoneySENSE and various key industry players, 
promotes property, life insurance and equities as the major modes of investment. This 
demonstrates that the catalogue of financial knowledge is rooted in the institutional terrain it 
purports to represent.  It is important to note, however, that the contents of financial literacy do 
not simply describe the contours of the personal finance market, but in fact help constitute its 
key components.  It does so by legitimising the main investment vehicles and organising them 
into a naturalised priority scheme.  This arranges a mélange of investment options into a space 
of action that investors can meaningfully navigate.   
 Apart from producing the space of action within which personal investment takes place, 
the financial literacy movement also constitutes the subjectivities that equip individuals to 
participate in the market.  In Chapter 4, I illustrated the process through which individuals 
become investors.  This occurs first when people internalise a fundamental belief that saving 
alone is not enough for long-term economic wellbeing.  Individuals must instead cultivate a 
sense of personal initiative, and actively seek out investment opportunities.  Having been 
seeded with an impetus to action, investors construct personal financial narratives that form the 
basis of demand for financial knowledge and products.  More often than not, the financially 
literate investor finds herself reproducing dominant patterns of demand.  While information is 
in principle widely available, and nothing prevents the curious consumer from educating 
herself on the myriad products on the market, there is a prohibitively high threshold of capital 
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required to invest in more exotic vehicles outside the dominant priority scheme.  Even 
relatively wealthy non-professional investors find it difficult to sustain a strategy that extends 
beyond the commonplace menu of life insurance, property and equities.  Financial literacy is 
therefore not simply a cognitive or pedagogical enterprise, but a movement that is shaped by 
macroinstitutional determinants and continually reproduced by individuals who internalise, 
interact with, and occasionally contest the main ideological tenets and beliefs inherent in the 
dominant personal financial discourse.  
 At the beginning of this thesis, I established my sympathies with the growing critical 
reaction against mass financial education.  It is hard to deny that the movement places a 
disproportionate burden on individuals to take responsibility for their own financial security.  
“Literacy” is believed to provide investors with a protective mantle against fraud and abuse, 
while also empowering them to seek the best returns on their investments.  This shifts the 
burden of accountability away from states and market actors and onto the financially literate 
investor.  There are indeed many troubling aspects of the financial literacy movement that need 
to be examined.  Yet, any critique of mass financial education is handicapped without 
accounting for the macroinstitutional determinants of its contents.  The “facts” that investors 
internalise are directly informed by the structure of the retail finance market, the industries that 
compete for household investment, and the channels that connect them.   
 A politically and institutionally informed approach to the problem has practical and 
theoretical implications.  We need to locate the increasing demands placed on the average 
investor within the context of changing market structures and political climates. “Tier 3” 
investments in Singapore predominantly refer to equities and their collective forms (unit trusts, 
various funds), and we identified the source of their popularity in the state-sanctioned growth 
of the Singaporean capital market. But as the capital market deepens and investor appetites 
become more sophisticated, will a demand for derivatives and other more complex vehicles 
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become mainstream? If so, how will this affect the financial security of the households that 
purchase them?  More broadly, what does household access to a greater and more complex 
variety of investment vehicles mean not just for the households, but the larger financial system? 
In order to address these issues, we need to contextualise consumer literacy within the entirety 
of the personal finance market, and the political and economic factors that determine its 
contours. These questions can be extended to explore the question of financial literacy in 
different national contexts. 
 My findings also have implications for a research agenda oriented towards an 
international and global level of analysis. I limited my study of financial literacy to the national 
level, bracketing the impact of global capital flows and institutional connections for the sake of 
analytical clarity.  However, there is a growing need to study the financial literacy movement in 
a global context.  Although local and national financial literacy programmes are to some extent 
tailored to the communities they address, they also converge in a number of ways that are hard 
to ignore. The 2013 World Bank survey of financial literacy in Tajikistan explicitly 
recommends that the Tajik government cultivate a thriving, well-regulated insurance industry 
(13), and educate consumers on the benefits of buying appropriate life insurance as part of a 
broader personal financial strategy (25).  Given what we now know about the institutional 
bases of dominant financial knowledge, what can international trends in personal finance tell us 
about institutional developments in global finance? Neo-institutionalists have taught us that the 
diffusion of institutional forms and norms is a real phenomenon that must be closely studied, 
and our attention to performativity has sensitised us to the possibility that financial literacy 
tests, when imposed on developing countries by non-local actors, can themselves radically 
shape and reconfigure local contexts of personal financial practice. 
 Financial literacy and financial education do not just represent knowledge about 
inflation, interest rates, and the features of various investment vehicles.  Financial knowledge is 
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an institutionally embodied discourse that has a powerful shaping influence, for better or worse, 
on individual decision making processes and outcomes. If we are to influence the outcomes of 
the financial literacy movement, we need to begin with a multi-layered understanding of how 
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